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Book IV





 


 


“Be thou my vision,

great Lord of my heart,

Naught be all else to me,

Save that thou art.”

 


'Be Thou My Vision'

Irish Hymn

 



Chapter 1

 


The rain
streamed down in sheets and lightning flashed outside the window of
the darkened room. Two men faced one another in the darkness,
neither moving but both moments away from death should one or the
other decide to end the conversation with violence.

“Are you a fool?” snarled a deep voice, “Or
merely a coward? To abandon all that you once were to save your own
skin is pathetic!”

“I am neither,” said the other man calmly,
“if what I have lost by forsaking my vows could have been called
life, then I would rather be dead than to again endure enslavement
to evil and gain nothing in return but a deadened heart. I was a
fool not to see it sooner! Death is far better than anything the
darkness can offer and life lived in service to the Master is far
better still. I have lost nothing I would not throw away a thousand
times over. I have gained life itself and far more than that. Come
out of the shadows and forsake the darkness.”

The deep voice paused and then said, “they
have truly gotten to you have they not? You are no longer the man I
once knew.”

The other voice laughed, “that man was a lie,
a half-dead excuse for a human being. I am now the man I ever
should have been. ‘They’ have not simply gotten to me, I have
embraced their tenets fully and with gladness.”

“You are mad!” shrieked the deep voice, “Our
masters are furious. Do you know what they will do to you if they
catch you?”

The voice laughed again, “they can only kill
and torture the body. What awaits them and all of their faithful
servants after this life is ended is far worse than anything they
could ever do to me. They have no claim on my soul. I do not fear
even the worst they can do.”

“What is this nonsense of a soul?” scoffed
the sinister voice, “We all know very well that this life is all
there is and then nothing after. You speak lies driven into your
shallow mind by your new masters.”

The other man laughed, “it is your masters
that lie! Mine can only ever tell what is true. It is yours that
lie to everyone, including themselves. You should know how little
the truth matters to such as I once was. Do not die alone and
forgotten in the service of those who care nothing about you except
how you can be of benefit to their own schemes: a simple tool to be
replaced. I do not ask you to join the Brethren, but at the least
forsake evil.”

“This from the man who should have been
greatest amongst us after the Battle of the Plains!” sneered the
dark voice, “You slew one of our greatest enemies and then
immediately joined their ranks! What fell sorcery is this?”

“Not sorcery,” said the other man, “a humbled
and broken heart redeemed and renewed by love; there is no more
powerful force on earth.”

“Bah!” said the deep voice, “You are forever
lost to us. I should destroy you and end this madness forever.”

The other voice laughed, “this madness as you
call it will not end with me. Until the end of time there shall be
a voice crying the Truth no matter what the forces of evil do to
destroy or corrupt it. I am just one voice among a great
throng.”

“I have heard enough,” snarled the deep
voice, “this conversation is ended.”

Colin clutched his sword, prepared to defend
himself, but rather his foe leapt out the window into the downpour
and galloped off into the darkness. He could pursue the man into
the storm, but something kept him from a futile chase. He had
tried, but it was now up to his former colleague to decide whether
or not to forsake the darkness.

A year gone, he had been such as the fled
man: a man who had sold his very soul into slavery for the sake of
power beyond mortal dreaming. He had received power, but also an
empty and meaningless life. He had even managed to capture one of
the Brotherhood of the Serpent’s greatest foes, which should have
brought him even more reward from his dark masters. But after
killing the man, he felt nothing in the great gaping chasm that was
his own heart: no triumph, victory, or joy. Nothing! The man who
had fallen by his hand had died more honorably than he had ever
lived. At that moment, his heart had broken where once he had
simply ignored it and his conscience. He had given himself into the
hands of the man’s allies and instead of slaying him justly and
ending the torment roiling in his mind, they had offered him the
chance to join them! It was the strangest tale he had ever heard
and it was his own story.

He had taken their offer and had since been a
dedicated servant of the Master of All, Who was able to fill the
void that all the power in the world could not. After a period of
training in Astoria, the home of the Brethren, he had been sent out
in search of what remained of his former colleagues. The
Brotherhood had been dealt a terrible blow during the events
surrounding the Battle of the Plains; there were now few of them
about and they went about in even greater secrecy. Colin had
tracked down several of them and tried to talk them into forsaking
their dedication to evil, but it was almost impossible to talk a
man out of something he believed with all his heart. It took the
man himself realizing that he had been serving a lie to bring about
such contrition.

A few words from a former colleague could
plant a seed, but it was up to the man himself to make the final
decision. Colin hoped his efforts had not been in vain. He sighed
as he sheathed his sword and made his way back to the common room
of the inn. He took a seat at a table and sipped at a mug of tea,
trying to calm the riot of thoughts that pranced through his mind.
He had exhausted his resources in trying to locate his former
colleagues; his latest quarry had been his last. Any more
encounters must occur without his help. It was time to return to
Astoria and see where the Lady would send him next. He retired to
his room and was off before sunrise.

 


Bristol rode up to the gates surrounding the
massive structure that had been constructed to house the Academy.
Syre was home to the University and its myriad professors in all
things useless. The Academy was Arca’s answer. It had been founded
not long after the return of the King’s fourth daughter from her
travels. She had brought with her a man she later married and whom
she had convinced to found this very institution. The King was a
lover of all things involving knowledge, wisdom, philosophy, and
lore (or those things that could be mistaken for them) and he
gladly accepted his daughter’s proposal of starting the Academy, if
only to prove to Syre that what they could do, Arca could do just
as well, if not better. So it was that Princess Kalyn and Raye her
brilliant husband founded the Academy, which many hoped would prove
a better educational institution than the University, though it
could hardly be worse.

At the University, anything and everything
was taught, except that which might actually be useful. Raye had
been a dedicated student of the University and was determined to
make the Academy into what the University should have been. The
University plodded along as usual, happily oblivious to everything
going on in the world not directly related to itself. It was not
happy to have a rival, but perhaps a little competition would
stimulate growth and interest.

The gates stood open and the guards eyed him
suspiciously, but recognizing him as an official advisor to the
King, allowed him to pass unchallenged. He left his mount to graze
at will upon the wide lawn and went in search of the High
Chancellor. The Lady had asked him to keep a close eye on this
monstrosity as it grew and developed, and it was time for his
weekly meeting with Raye about how things were going and in which
direction they were headed. The Lord Chancellor met Bristol in his
study. Bristol bowed formally, shut the door behind him, and took
the now familiar seat. It was strange speaking to a mere youth as
one would a King or Ambassador, but such were the circumstances and
Bristol spoke with the boy as he would any other dignified
person.

“Come once more to supervise my actions?”
sniffed the boy.

Bristol smiled lightly, “I suppose you could
call it that. We wish not to interfere, but this institution could
play an important role in the future of our world and the Lady
wishes to know that things are progressing smoothly to the benefit
of all. It would be a tragedy to have your dream result in nothing
but another cesspool of worthless information like the
University.”

Raye smiled thinly, “your confidence is
underwhelming.”

Bristol shook his head, “I do not doubt your
intentions or your heart. But I know how quickly great aspirations
can fall far short if not scrupulously attended to. I have great
hopes for this institution of yours, for the world needs a purveyor
of true knowledge.”

Raye smiled, “I am glad to have your good
wishes and we dearly hope not to disappoint, but the Brethren must
remember that this is not Astoria and thus not under their control.
We will ask for your advice should we wish it, but your
interference will not be appreciated. We wish one day to rival
Astoria in our ability to teach such a depth, breadth, and quality
of knowledge but without the spiritual underpinnings. The Master
and his Truth are all well and good in themselves, but we are not
here to make disciples but scholars. We wish for free thought as
well as wisdom. I shall happily answer your questions and listen to
your suggestions, but you are not to take any actions regarding the
Academy without my direct permission. Are we understood?”

Bristol smiled, “I never wished nor expected
it otherwise. The Brethren are not here to subvert your plans; we
only hope to assist you in them should you wish it. May I ask how
things progress?”

Raye smiled proudly, “we already have over a
hundred eager students. We are scouring the world looking for real
experts in a variety of subjects; we will not sell our
professorships to the highest bidder nor allow anyone with
unfounded theories to teach our classes. Our teachers will be well
versed in real knowledge else they will have no place here.”

Bristol nodded, “I am happy to hear it. What
will your students do when they finish their course of study?”

Raye shrugged, “that has yet to be
determined, but I think an education such as ours will equip them
to enter a variety of trades or to act as advisors to Kings and
Merchants, among other things. If they only become better citizens
I think we will have been successful. Many will probably go on to
further study in hopes of one day finding a teaching position of
their own.”

“What will be your official stance on the
Brethren?” asked Bristol, “I know the University is not
particularly friendly with us.”

Raye sighed, “we have nothing against you and
respect your knowledge and authority on many things. We just wish
for a less ‘religious’ approach to knowledge. Your comrades are
free to come and study here if they wish, just like any other
person. If one of you wishes to teach and we find them qualified
they may do so, though we would ask that they leave all reference
to the Master out of their lessons unless perhaps they are teaching
a class specifically on the subject. I do not mind particular
classes on that sort of thing, but I will not have it sporadically
thrown in no matter the subject. The students should understand
that knowledge can exist apart from such beliefs. If they wish to
pursue those beliefs on their own time, that is their choice. I
will not have them indoctrinated simply because they wish to
learn.”

Bristol chuckled, “I thank you for the
clarification. You seem convinced that we are all unwilling
converts who sold our souls for a little knowledge.”

Raye grew serious, “I saw what such teaching
did to Geff and Kard. They had promising careers ahead of them, but
now their lives and minds are enslaved to the Brethren.”

Bristol laughed once more, “we are not
mindless slaves. I would think you would have learned that by now.
We are willing servants and just because we serve the Master does
not mean we have lost all of our sense or fail to use our wisdom
and skills for the benefit of others. Those boys have chosen to
sacrifice their own ambitions to serve others, as have I. We did so
willingly and not without much thought. We do not require anyone to
take the Oath to learn in Astoria, they may stay as long as they
like and have no requirement to join the Brethren. Yes, many of our
lessons are laced with references to the Master and the Truth, but
that is the foundation upon which the whole world is built and
through which all knowledge is interpreted. Without the Master,
there would be nothing at all and if there were it would be
complete chaos. We make no apology for teaching the Truth because
it is the basis for all other wisdom: without it knowledge is
vain.”

“We shall agree to disagree then,” smiled
Raye, almost sincerely “was there anything else you wished to
discuss?”

Bristol shook his head, “is there anything
you wish me to convey to the Lady?”

Raye answered in the negative as Bristol
stood, bowed formally, and said, “I thank you for your time Lord
Chancellor and I shall see you again at this time next week if it
is convenient.” Raye smiled and waved the man out. Bristol made his
way back to the palace to write his report to the Lady; she would
not be pleased.

 


Tia sat patiently in the hall waiting upon
Princess Kalyn’s convenience. Finally a servant appeared and
beckoned her into the girl’s presence. She had not seen the girl
for almost a year, since their little adventure had ended. The girl
had been a complete nuisance at home and her father was desperate
enough for a solution that he agreed to allow her to accompany Tia
on a journey that had taken them on a strange, twisting route and
ended in Astoria. There the girl had attended a few classes and
spoken with the Lady a few times, but spent most of her time
pursuing the boy called Raye. The girl had always been a determined
flirt and had once pursued Pallin to the extent that it required
legal intervention to get her to drop her designs on the man.

She had finally found herself an acceptable
husband in Raye, who was now in charge of making the Academy a
reality. Tia was on a return journey to Astoria after completing
her latest assignment and felt she should visit the girl before
heading home. It would be interesting to see what the girl had made
of herself and her new position in life. Her father was relieved
simply to have her no longer a menace to every eligible man in the
Kingdom! Tia bowed herself into the lady’s presence with an
appropriate amount of formality.

“Are you come once more to watch my every
action?” asked the girl lightly.

Tia smiled, “this is simply a social visit. I
was riding through Arca and felt I must stop and give my greetings.
How are you? Much has happened in the last year.”

The girl smiled happily, “yes, I am finally
married and the world may rest in peace until the next threat to
international security should arise. The Academy is already gaining
quite a reputation and we are only in the very earliest phase of
our plans. I am so excited; it is nice to finally have a purpose in
life.”

Tia smiled, the girl had grown much. She
asked, “and what are your aspirations for this institution?”

The girl glowed with pride, “we hope it will
one day crush the University into dust or perhaps encourage it to
become a more useful resource for learning. One of my greatest
hopes is that we will produce enough qualified individuals who can
travel from village to village and teach youngsters what their
parents cannot. The children of the common folk are sorely lacking
in more of an education than that which is required to survive in a
village or on a farm. I think all children should have access to a
proper education. If we can produce enough qualified teachers, we
can influence the entire world.”

Tia said, “centuries ago it was one of the
duties of the Brethren to provide such an education to the world’s
children. We have not had the numbers in recent years to maintain
such an influence, but you are right in saying it is something that
must be attended to.”

The girl laughed, “I think it good that your
influence has waned, while your knowledge is no doubt of benefit,
your beliefs may prove offensive to some and should not be
intertwined in what you pass along to your students. I think the
Academy shall be the answer to that problem. We shall teach wisdom
without mingling it with superstition and myth. Empowerment with
true wisdom unhindered by moral and ethical conundrums will allow
humanity to reach heights it has yet even to dream of. I mean no
disrespect to your quaint system of beliefs, but we are moving into
an age where reason and knowledge will rule the day and blind faith
will no longer be required to explain our lives and purposes.”

Tia smiled sadly, “I applaud your efforts
with this Academy of yours, but I fear that your pursuit of
knowledge simply for the sake of knowledge could be disastrous. All
good things were created by the Master for our use and enjoyment,
but without submission to Him, any and all of them can become
corrupted and dangerous. We have already seen this with the Legion
of the Serpent and their pursuit of power and world conquest. All
things must be tempered by submission to some higher calling or
code else they will consume us; we must be a servant to something
whether it is power, knowledge, wealth, ourselves, or the Master. I
ask you to consider this as your plans reach fruition.”

“Fascinating,” said Kalyn, “if I did not know
better I would say you were jealous. I know your fears, but you
have no cause for alarm. We mean the Academy to benefit all
mankind, not to somehow enslave it. I fear it is you and your
comrades who are enslaved to this superstition of yours. That is
why we shall work to free others of such entanglements. I bid you
farewell. Your myths have wearied me exceedingly.” Tia bowed
herself out and went in search of Bristol.

She found him busily writing up a lengthy
letter. He looked up at her knock and beckoned her in. “Where are
you headed?” asked he abruptly.

She said, “I am returning to Astoria at once.
I only stopped to give my greetings to Kalyn.”

Bristol smiled, “you are exactly what I was
hoping for. I have a letter that must reach the Lady immediately.
This Academy is going in a worrisome direction and the Lady must
know.”

Tia nodded, “I just finished speaking with
Kalyn and our conversation has me greatly concerned. I shall take
your letter and leave at once.” Bristol thanked her and quickly
finished his letter. Tia was off for Astoria as soon as the ink was
dry. At least they had plenty of warning this time.

 


General Karly sat in his study smoking his
pipe and buried under a stack of reports. A servant knocked and a
tall, skinny man bowed himself in. “Yes?” asked the General, happy
for an excuse to temporarily abandon his endless paperwork.

“Sir,” said the visitor, “I am called Yarl
and have come on business from the King of Arca. You may perhaps
have heard that they are currently constructing an institution
called the Academy, which we hope will one day be the seat of
learning for the entire world. It is my duty to seek out experts in
all fields who would be willing to teach at the Academy. I have
come here to ask after any experts you may know in the areas of
martial skill, military tactics, and military history.”

Karly eyed him speculatively and said, “any
experts I currently have are needed here to teach my own men. I am
sorry but I have no one to spare.”

The man looked disappointed but not
surprised, “is there anyone you could suggest that might be able to
help me?”

Karly smiled, “why not go bother Pallin. I am
sure he might be able to assist you.” “

Pallin?” asked the man.

Karly smiled, “just ask the servant.” He went
back to his reports and the man was forced to withdraw or stand
there indefinitely and be ignored.

The servant was waiting patiently outside the
door and Yarl said, “the General suggested I speak to someone
called Pallin.”

The servant set off without a word and Yarl
was forced to follow or forever be lost in the bowels of the
Citadel. After a lengthy journey through the heart of the massive
fortress, they came at last to a large hall in which a man stood
lecturing two-dozen eager young men on some ancient battle. Yarl
waited patiently for the class to end and the students to finish
with their questions before approaching the front of the room and
the young man standing there.

“Can I help you?” asked Pallin of the
stranger.

“I am called Yarl and have come on business
for the King of Arca. The General thought you might be able to
assist me. I am recruiting experts to teach at the Academy and he
claims he has none to spare. I am currently looking for people to
teach various martial skills, military tactics, and military
history. You seem to be a competent teacher, perhaps you would
consider a change of position?”

Pallin smiled ruefully, “is this Academy
anything like the University?”

The man blanched in horror and said, “no, it
is to be what the University should have been. The High Chancellor
is seeking only the most capable experts to teach at his fine
institution.”

Pallin laughed, “so that is what Raye is
calling himself these days? I wish him well in his little
enterprise, but I cannot leave my current post without permission
from the Lady. That and I really have no interest in encountering
Kalyn yet again.”

The man looked aghast that Pallin spoke of
his master and mistress in such familiar terms. He cleared his
throat and said, “I am sure this Lady of yours would be very happy
to have a representative at the Academy.”

Pallin said, “then you must ask her yourself.
I have no time for such foolish errands. I am needed here.”

The man looked irritated that Pallin was
finding so little interest in an idea so glorious as the Academy.
He said, “where can I find this Lady of yours? I am sure I can talk
her into supporting my idea.”

Pallin laughed, “I wish you well in your
quest. You shall find her in Astoria. I bid you good day as my next
class is starting soon.”

“Astoria!” said the man, “You are one of the
Brethren?” He sighed, not thinking his master and mistress would be
happy if he failed in his quest but not wanting to make the long
journey to Astoria. Certain views of the Brethren were not
appreciated by the Academy, but they were also renowned for their
knowledge and wisdom. Perhaps Astoria would not be such a bad place
to visit after all? He thanked Pallin for his time and went in
search of his horse.

 


After his final class, Pallin went in search
of Karly. The General grinned as he saw who his visitor was, “you
are still here? I thought you would already be on your way to Arca
and its fabled Academy.”

Pallin laughed, “I have no wish to go to such
a place or do such a thing. Nothing short of a direct order from
the Lady can make me go thither. Why did you fob the man off on me?
For all I know he is riding to Astoria as we speak. I am not sure
what the Lady will think of such a visitor.”

“She has probably endured far worse than
tedium,” said Karly, “at least he is not bothering me any longer.
You plan to continue your efforts here on my behalf?”

Pallin smiled, “until the Lady sends me
elsewhere, I am here to assist you. I must say I am very impressed
with your soldiers and your program. It is far better than anything
the Order ever dreamed of.”

Karly smiled, he was very proud of his little
army housed in the Citadel of Panmycea, the former headquarters of
the now defunct Order of the Unicorn which had later become the
Legion of the Serpent which was also extinct. Karly said, “I could
not have done it but for your assistance and that of the rest of
your comrades. I am hoping more education and more order will help
prevent the disasters that destroyed our predecessors. We must also
cling strictly to our moral and ethical codes else we risk becoming
what we hoped to destroy.”

Pallin nodded, “I have no doubts as long as
you are at the helm, but I wonder what will come of this group in a
century or so.”

“We will never live to see it,” said Karly,
“but I hope it becomes what I intend it to be.”

Pallin smiled grimly, “I may live to see it
and I dearly hope it is all that you dream and more. Else I will
also live to clean up the mess.”

Karly laughed, “I forget you Brethren tend to
live a few centuries longer than the rest of us. Just for your sake
I shall do my best.”

Pallin laughed as well, “I thank you very
much for your efforts on my behalf.”

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 Colin rode
quickly, eager to walk the grounds of Astoria once more: the first
place he ever felt as if he truly belonged. The guards upon the
gate waved a greeting but otherwise did not hinder his passing. He
laughed joyously to himself at the sudden changes wrought in his
life since taking his Oath. Before he had been a sworn enemy, but
now he was a trusted Brother and no one even bothered to question
him as he rode into the heart of their city. Of course they could
tell by looking at him that he had not broken or revoked his Oath
and thus was still numbered among them and therefore still to be
trusted. In the courtyard he removed Taragon’s tack and sent the
valiant creature off on his own business. What the unicorns did
during their free hours no one knew, but when they were needed they
were always there to faithfully serve their masters, even unto
death.

It was strange to think that his dearest
companion and friend he had once thought a myth or perhaps just a
glorified legend. But the creatures were wise beyond knowing and
faithful beyond understanding. Colin did not know how he had ever
gotten by without one. He found two servants waiting, one took his
saddlebags and the other waited to escort him to the Lady. He found
her in her habitual chamber where she received all but her largest
audiences. He bowed deeply upon entering the chamber and then went
to one knee. Such formality was not required, but he always felt
somewhat awkward and deeply grateful to her. He had killed her
husband yet she had given him another chance at life. He owed her
his very soul, and as such he was deeply devoted to her. Only the
Master Himself received greater devotion and honor.

She took his formality in stride and bid him
rise. It was still very strange addressing the man who had slain
Tristan, but he was a far different man than he had been that
fateful day. And with the Master’s strength she had been able to
forgive Colin and also to go on with her duties.

He rose and said, “Lady, I have returned from
the errand on which you sent me. I was able to track down four of
my former colleagues and confront them about their empty souls and
dire fates. All listened and later fled. I suppose I must count it
as some success that none tried to kill me outright. I have
exhausted my resources and am unable to track down any more of
these men. It will not be by my previous knowledge that their
locations will be found. I pray that the seed I planted finds
fertile soil and that these men see what a dead and hopeless
purpose it is to which they have dedicated their lives.”

“You have done well Colin,” said she, “far
better than I ever imagined when I sent you on such a hopeless
mission. Only time will tell if your efforts shall yield fruit, but
now it is up to the men themselves to make the final decision. We
have done all we can. I have no immediate need for you to ride
forth and I think it would be of benefit if you remained in Astoria
for a time to rest and continue your learning.” He bowed deeply and
left her presence. She watched him go, wondering how such a
faithful heart could once have been so deeply corrupted by evil. A
servant knocked upon the door, interrupting her reverie.

“Yes Angbar?” asked she.

He bowed and said, “Lady, Tia has returned
and asks to see you immediately. She says she bears a letter of
great import from Arca.”

The Lady nodded and said, “admit her at
once.”

The man bowed and disappeared. Soon Tia was
standing before the Lady making her courtesies. She wasted no time
in handing Bristol’s letter to the Lady; her report could wait. The
Lady thanked her and read quickly through the letter. Once she had
finished she said, “and what news from Arca?”

Tia said, “as I was passing through Arca on
my way home I felt it my duty to stop and see Princess Kalyn. I had
a very disturbing conversation with her regarding her plans for
this Academy. It seems Bristol is also concerned though I only
spoke with him briefly.”

The Lady said, “Bristol writes that the
Academy wishes to teach knowledge separate from the Truth and the
Master. He says that the Academy is open to the Brethren teaching
(if they are qualified) but they must refrain from mentioning
anything regarding the Master or the Truth, save in a class
specifically on the subject. It seems the Lord Chancellor is
concerned that the Brethren force indoctrination upon all who come
hither simply to learn. It is hoped that the Academy shall offer an
alternative to this little problem where students can learn without
fear of being influenced by others’ superstitions and beliefs. What
does the lady Kalyn say?”

Tia said, “she has similar feelings and grew
weary with my objections and dismissed me. She also mentioned her
hopes that one day they could create enough qualified teachers
through the Academy’s efforts that they might travel from village
to village teaching the children as once the Brethren did, except
free of our myths and prejudices.”

“Fascinating,” said the Lady, “our efforts on
that front have failed miserably in the last two centuries. Perhaps
it is time to reinvigorate that part of our mission? We have
ignored the common folk for far too long, sufficing ourselves with
a few teachers and musicians who entertain of an evening in a
common room. While the parents and masters of these youngsters are
more than adequate to teach the basics of reading, farming,
weaving, or other trades and basic skills, they lack the knowledge
to teach history, Law, Truth, philosophy, and the like. They are
getting an education, but it is not as well rounded as it once was
centuries ago.”

Tia said, “Kalyn also spoke of a coming Age
of Reason in which man would no longer need superstitions, as she
claimed we believe, in order to prosper and get along.”

The Lady nodded grimly, and almost
prophetically said, “the Age of Reason is upon us and we must
either redouble our efforts in teaching all aspects of knowledge
and wisdom or fade into the background as a forgotten and archaic
group of religious fanatics. The time is coming when many will be
vying for the hearts and minds of men; we must not be forgotten in
the shuffle. There are many who would deny or forget the Master if
we let them. We will not be silenced for fear of causing offense. I
will discuss this matter further with the Council of Six and we
shall move forward to counteract the coming storm, lest we be
forgotten in the maelstrom.”

Tia was just bowing herself out when a tall,
skinny man was ushered in by a servant. Angbar said, “Lady, this
man claims some errand from the King of Arca.”

The man made a minimal bow and said, “your
Ladyship should be greatly honored to receive a guest of my
important. I am called Yarl and I bring great tidings from the King
of Arca regarding the renowned Academy. His servants are searching
the world to find the best teachers possible to fill positions
within this remarkable institution. We wish to teach real knowledge
and not the fluff that passes for wisdom at the University. It was
brought to my attention that certain of your subjects might be
qualified to teach at our highly regarded institution. It would be
quite an honor to you should one of them be selected. Of course
there are limitations.

We know that you are a peculiar people, who
think themselves dedicated to this so-called Master of All. You can
practice your little religion however you wish in private, but it
must not interfere with your teaching duties. We do not wish to
insult or offend those who do not believe as you. We may one day
offer a course on the subject and then you would be free to expound
upon it at length, but until then we ask that you remain politely
silent. I ask permission to observe your subjects extensively and
then if any of them impress me I shall refer them on to my master
and mistress. There was also a young man I encountered in Panmycea
who has a gift for military history; he refused my offer without
your consent but I am sure he would be happy to comply if you
encouraged him. His name was Pallin.” The Lady could hardly contain
a laugh at the impudence of the man and also at his complete
ignorance in matters pertaining to Pallin and the Princess of
Arca.

The Lady said, “Pallin is where he needs to
be at the moment. I cannot spare him for other errands or tasks.
And I do not think the lady Kalyn, and most especially her new
husband, would much appreciate Pallin’s presence upon your campus.
I know that Pallin would most certainly regret such an occurrence.
The girl’s behavior towards him was abominable when they met in
Thespia before the Battle of the Plains. I will not have him
subjected to such behavior again. As for your request, you may
observe my servants to your heart’s content, but they will not
leave Astoria without my consent. I will also not consent to them
leaving under the stipulations that you have just presented me. We
cannot so easily lay aside our beliefs as you seem to think we can.
It is who and what we are. We cannot treat the Master as some mad
uncle that we would rather hide from public view and knowledge. It
is He to whom we have dedicated our lives and it is He that gives
our lives purpose and direction. My servants are knowledgeable and
able teachers but I will not ask them to forsake their Oaths to
teach at your renowned institution. If you cannot accept them as
they are, they will not go. They will continue to teach here as
they ever have done. I bid you good day.”

The man wanted to say something in reply but
the dismissal was obvious and the servant standing at his elbow
looked anxious to be out of the Lady’s presence. He found the whole
place confusing. He had made a grand offer to this Lady of theirs
and she had wanted to bargain as if he were a fishmonger in the
marketplace! To refuse such an honor was unthinkable, but perhaps
once she had had a chance to think things over she would recant?
This thought encouraged him as he went in search of a class he
could observe.

After the man had gone, the Lady asked Angbar
to assemble the Council of Six. The Six were representatives of the
three major sects of the Brethren: the Teachers, the Philosophers,
and the Warriors. The Six advised her in various matters, but it
was she alone who made decisions for the Brethren. The fourth sect,
the Messengers, reported directly to her and had no representation
on the Council because each Messenger was an advisor to her in
their own way. They were the least specialized of any of her
servants. The Teachers and Philosophers excelled in the areas of
knowledge, Truth, wisdom, Law, and lore. The Philosophers gathered,
recorded, and interpreted information. The Teachers passed it on to
others. The Warriors were specialists in the arts of war, weapons,
and defense. It was their duty to defend others, pursue criminals,
and advise and teach others in such things.

While a Philosopher had to be able to defend
themselves and others with a sword, it was not their duty to devise
a plan to protect a city from an oncoming enemy. A Warrior had to
know the Law, the Truth, and many aspects of lore, but was not
expected to advise a King on political matters pertaining to the
finer points of some trade agreement in light of the Common Law.
The Messengers were expected to know and do all of that. They were
the most flexible of her servants and often received very strange
and vital assignments in which all of their skills would be sorely
tested. Only the most talented and skilled of the Brethren were
allowed to join the Messenger sect because only they had even a
slight chance of surviving the deadly and puzzling missions they
were wont to be sent upon. Anyone less than the best would not long
survive such quests and often, even the best never came home. The
Six were assembled and the Lady was soon deep in discussion with
them as to the current and future situation and the Brethren’s role
in it.

 


Yarl soon found a class to observe and was
not disappointed; the man who was teaching it did so with a depth
and breadth that surprised him. It must have taken the man years of
study to learn so much and to be able to relate it so well. The
only disappointing aspect was that he often spoke of the Master or
the Truth and how it tied into everything he was speaking about.
Whoever thought the Master had anything to do with any of that? The
man had quite an imagination!

The class was made up of a dozen assorted
students. Most were not yet twenty and wore one uniform, three wore
a different uniform and appeared slightly older, but there were
also two fully grown men in the room. One man wore the same uniform
as the teacher while the other was plainly dressed and seemed
rather rumpled, as if he had just finished a long journey and had
not yet had time to wash or rest. A few students had questions and
after their curiosity was satisfied the room emptied of all save
the rumpled man, the teacher, and two of the older boys. The
rumpled man greeted the other three as if he had truly been gone
for some time and was only just arrived. They returned his
greetings with enthusiasm. Then they noticed the stranger still
sharing the room with them.

“May I be of assistance?” asked the teacher.
Yarl walked forward and introduced himself proudly. The four did
not seem impressed. What was it with these Brethren? Did they not
properly understand the importance of the Academy and therefore his
errand? He then went on to explain his reasons for being in
Astoria. The boys looked on the brink of laughter. The men just
stared at him blankly.

Yarl ignored both groups and said, “I would
like to offer you a place among the teaching staff at the Academy.
You have a very impressive knowledge and it would be of great
benefit to our students.”

Turin grinned and said, “your request honors
me but the Lady must approve of such an assignment. I have no say
in the matter.”

Yarl looked disappointed and said, “perhaps
you can just switch your allegiance to us and then you may go
wherever you like. How much is she paying you? We will double
it.”

The four exchanged a scandalized look but
said nothing. Colin said, “you have no idea what it is that you
ask?”

Yarl shook his head, “what is the difference
between this little band of men and any other group dedicated to a
common purpose or belief? Why such incredulous looks at the thought
of changing your allegiance, especially for better wages?”

Turin laughed, “this is not a knitting circle
where one can simply walk away and find another that serves better
tea. The Oath is not something to be taken lightly. Our very lives
are bound up in our service to the Master and to break or revoke
that is a very serious matter indeed. You cannot double whatever it
is you think we earn, because we are not paid anything at all, save
perhaps room and board.”

Yarl stared at them as if they were mad, “you
truly believe all that?”

Colin laughed, “believe it? We live it. We
are willing to lay down our lives to defend it.”

Yarl smiled, “such dedication, but I am sure
I can find some way to make you change your loyalties.”

Kard spoke up, “and why would we want to
transfer our loyalties to the University’s younger brother? I have
spent time at the University and most of what passes for knowledge
there is a waste of air.” Geff nodded in agreement.

Yarl smiled broadly, “you both attended the
University? Then you know what a disaster it is. The Academy was
created to remedy all of the University’s failings and that is why
I am roaming the world in search of excellent teachers. You need
not remain in Astoria out of desperation for knowledge, the Academy
will succeed where the University has failed. I am sure the High
Chancellor will happily accept such promising students.”

Geff exchanged a pained look with Kard and
asked, “would this High Chancellor of yours be known as Raye in
less formal circumstances?”

Yarl looked scandalized at so frivolous and
casual a use of the High Chancellor’s name but said, “yes, he is
called that by those closest to him.”

“I see,” said Geff, “he is a nice enough
fellow, but I do not wish to attend any institution of which he is
the head.”

Kard nodded in agreement, “besides, we can no
more leave Astoria without the Lady’s permission than they.”

Yarl looked surprised, “I had thought all may
come and go as they please and that no one is required to take an
Oath to stay and learn?”

Geff tried to explain, “the younger students
are free to go or stay as they please, but we are not numbered
among the students. We have already taken our Oath and are
considered apprentices. An apprentice has very little say in where
they go or what they do until the Lady declares that they are no
longer apprentices, and even after that we have little say in our
own lives. The students may go and attend your Academy if that is
their wish; they are not bound as we are.”

Yarl was now beginning to understand what
each uniform meant. He made a mental note not to bother with anyone
in the uniforms worn by Geff and Kard: an apprentice was of no
interest to him. He hoped to gain a few teachers out of those in
the uniform of the full Brethren like Turin. The students held no
interest for him, save perhaps in sending them on as students to
the Academy, but he was not a recruiter of students but a hunter of
teachers. The man who found the best teachers would be greatly
rewarded for his efforts. Even with his brief experience, he was
impressed by thsee Brethren, save for their insistence upon this
Master nonsense. He wondered if they still believed in Kerfluffle
the Ogre! He said, “I shall perhaps see you gentlemen around.” He
then walked away.

The four exchanged amused glances but said
nothing. Kard excused himself, as he was to lead a patrol of the
border that evening. Geff was Turin’s apprentice and his schedule
was mostly up to Turin. Turin had nothing pressing for the rest of
the evening so they went in search of supper and then spent the
evening deep in conversation. Colin still marveled at the fact that
his dearest friends had witnessed him murder an even dearer friend
and yet did not hold it against him; they truly were a strange and
wonderful people!

Yarl attended the evening meal in the dining
hall and tried to entertain himself by speaking with various
students, apprentices, and Brethren in an effort to learn more
about these peculiar people. His only conclusion was that they must
either be indoctrinated or mad. Who believed in an obviously
imaginary figure to such an extent that they were willing to risk
their lives on the matter? He had never met such a group of
fanatics before. They were obviously well learned, respectful, and
polite but their dedication to such a cause was obviously a sign of
delusion. No wonder the High Chancellor wished to protect the
Academy students from such things. The worst part was that some
part deep within Yarl longed to have such faith and surety and
direction in his own life, but he was avidly dedicated to the
Academy and his master and mistress and that should suffice, but
somewhere a little voice cried out for something more. He staunchly
squashed the rebellious little thought and focused on his food.

For several days thereafter, Yarl sat in on
classes and observed the whole teaching process within the walls of
Astoria. He was quite impressed, but the Lady’s insistence that her
people be allowed to speak their mind was unfathomable to him. He
had one more audience with her before he departed, perhaps she
might yet see reason. A servant led him into her presence and he
made his minimal bow once more. She gazed at him regally, as if she
knew every thought and hidden sin. He idly wondered if any man on
Earth could be comfortable in the presence of such a woman; the
Brethren certainly held her in a great deal of awe, but then what
did one expect from fanatics? He looked her straight in the eye,
flinched, and stared at the wall above her shoulder as he
spoke.

He said, “your ladyship, I am quite impressed
with your teaching staff in this rustic little attempt at a
learning institution. I am sure the High Chancellor and his Lady
would be very happy to have them teach at the Academy, at least for
a time, until we can find more qualified teachers who have a bit
more, how shall we say…broadness of mind. It is quite an honor for
so many of your subjects to be offered a position in our fine
institution, however if you wish them to take advantage of this
highly advantageous offer I must insist that they not force their
beliefs on others.”

The Lady smiled blandly at the man and said,
“we do not force our beliefs on anyone. We simply tell them
honestly of the Truth and the Master. That you might not agree with
our suppositions does not make them any less true. How is it any
different than you coming into my presence and declaring everything
upon which the Brethren is founded a lie? You have your ideas about
things and we have ours. I will not have my people pretend to
believe something they do not just because you may find it
offensive. It concerns me that you find the minds of your students
so weak or vulnerable that you feel you must protect them from any
mention of something that you think may subvert their minds.

Is it not the sign of a strong mind that it
takes in ALL the information, analyzes it, and comes to a decision
based upon a thorough exploration of the data rather than just a
handpicked sampling that someone else deems ‘appropriate?’ If you
‘protect’ your students in such a way do you not hinder their
development as thinking individuals? Should they not have the
chance to hear all of the information and come to their own
conclusions (as you yourself have done)? If your students are such
that they need this type of ‘protection’ then I want my servants
nowhere near your institution. They had better return to the
University and see what can be salvaged from that disaster.”

The man seemed stunned; he had never quite
thought about it that way. Every teacher must have some form of
bias whether it was preferring orange to blue or cherries to
apples, but they did not feel the need to protect their students
from the smaller biases. Why were the larger biases any different?
So what if they believed something he did not? As long as it did
not interfere with the integrity of the knowledge they passed on,
what did it matter if they believed in the Master and he did not?
Would it not be better for the students to be exposed to more
information rather than less?

At the least, a challenge such as this might
encourage discussion, reflection, and deeper thinking rather than
simply absorbing knowledge and never using it. The idea was gaining
merit in his own mind, all that was left was to convince his master
and mistress of the validity of the idea. At the least, they needed
many more teachers than they currently had (or were finding) and
the Brethren could provide that until they could find enough
elsewhere or produce their own. It was no secret that the Brethren
were renowned throughout the world as the source for knowledge,
wisdom, Law, and lore. He had seen their proficiency first hand. He
stood silently for a long time as all of this rolled through his
mind and the Lady let him think.

Finally he said, “I see your point, but it is
not a decision that I can make. It must come from my master but I
am sure I can talk him into allowing your people to say whatever it
is they feel they must. As long as it does not interfere with the
knowledge they are trying to pass on.”

The Lady nodded, “of course. Even here, the
learning is not stifled by pontifications of that sort. We do not
hide who we are but neither do we force it upon others. We simply
say what we must and leave the rest to the student. How many of my
teachers are you asking for?”

The man smiled enthusiastically and said, “I
have assembled a list of fifteen individuals who should impress my
master and mistress. You need not send them all.” He handed her the
list and she said nothing as to his perceived kindness for not
requiring all of the people on the list. She scanned it quickly; he
did have a knack for discovering her most talented teachers.

She said, “if you can make the arrangements
with your master that you mentioned, then I will send those upon
this list whom I can spare. I will even send a few apprentices, who
will go to your Academy as students, if that will help ease your
master’s fears. If my students can be exposed to your ideas without
harm, then yours should be able to handle a similar situation.”

The man said, “I shall ride to Arca
immediately and send word the moment I have my master’s blessing.
Once word reaches you, I ask that you send those requested as soon
as may be.” The Lady nodded, he made a slightly more formal bow,
and went in search of his horse.

She wondered what would come of this peculiar
situation. She marveled at Raye’s fears that their beliefs might
somehow corrupt his own precious students. The boy had spent enough
time among the Brethren to know better than that. She sighed at the
strange direction the world seemed to be taking, but could not
spare another moment for idle reflections as Angbar was escorting
in a delegation from Ithalia that wished to speak with her. She
resumed her placid smile and prepared to face her guests.

 


Yarl rode quickly home, hoping his journey
was not a waste of time, else he would be behind in his recruitment
efforts and that would not please either himself or his master. The
journey was uneventful and he took only time enough to clean up and
change before presenting himself before the High Chancellor.

The Chancellor smiled at his most faithful
servant and said, “what news do you bring? It is either very good
or bad to bring you home early and in such haste.”

Yarl rose from his deep bow and said, “my
lord, I do not yet know whether my tidings are ill news or good. I
have recently come from Astoria.”

“Astoria?” asked Raye, “I thought I had sent
you to Panmycea and the Southern Kingdoms.”

Yarl grinned sheepishly, “I went first to
Panmycea, but the General claimed to have no one he could
personally spare. He then sent me to see a man called Pallin, who I
was able to observe teaching a class on military history. It was
quite impressive and I wished to send him hither, but he refused
unless so ordered by some Lady or other. Intrigued, I then rode to
Astoria to learn more of these fanatics who call themselves the
Brethren. I was highly impressed by their knowledge and skills,
though their beliefs are a bit odd it does not interfere with their
ability to pass on knowledge. I gave a list of qualified teachers
to their Lady, but she refused to allow any of her people to come
to the Academy unless we let them teach as they see fit. They will
not come unless there are no restrictions upon them saying whatever
it is they wish. At first I was appalled that she would balk at
such an honor for so trifling a detail, but then I remembered how
firm they are in their beliefs.

She then challenged me, saying that to
‘protect’ our students from such ‘knowledge’ and not letting them
decide for themselves stunts their minds and their learning. If we
hide knowledge (no matter how silly), will it not just make it more
exciting to discover? Should we not allow these Brethren to present
their views and let the students decide for themselves? You and I
both went to that strange city and did not come away fanatics. Do
we wish to encourage the sort of students to come here that need
such protection? I think we should let the Brethren come and teach
as they wish. If their preaching gets in the way of their teaching
we can always dismiss them. We are in desperate need of qualified
teachers and we are finding very few though we scour the world. Let
us use these Brethren, at least long enough to find less
indoctrinated individuals or even produce our own. The Lady also
says she is willing to send a few apprentices to study at the
Academy if you wish it, if only to show she is not worried that our
ways will negatively influence her students.”

The Chancellor smiled at his servant, “a well
thought out and defended argument. I just fear that the Academy
shall become a southern Astoria. At the University, the classes
taught by the Brethren were by far the best-attended and most
popular, but then no one else was even half as talented in their
teaching abilities. Our goal is to provide a plethora of such
individuals and thus surpass the University in all areas of
knowledge and teaching. A few Brethren would greatly enhance our
teaching abilities and they could be replaced as we find qualified
people. Also, if we have enough other teachers, their quaint
beliefs will soon be lost in a sea of knowledge and other voices.
She is willing to send a few of her apprentices to allay my fears
is she? That is an amusing thought! Send the Lady a pigeon; let her
teachers come! I also wish to see what we can make of these youths
she is willing to send; perhaps we can win them over to the side of
reason!” Yarl bowed deeply and went in search of pen and ink to
write his note.

The Lady Kalyn entered as the servant was
leaving and was nearly trampled in his haste. The Chancellor rose
and bowed formally to his wife. She said, “why has Yarl come back
so soon and what is his hurry?”

Raye smiled eagerly, “he has just found us
several new and highly qualified teachers. If all goes according to
plan, we shall be well on our way to meeting or even exceeding our
goals for the year. The only drawback is that he just came from
Astoria. I know we agreed not to allow the Brethren to teach if
they insisted upon clinging to their beliefs, but we are in
desperate need of teachers and they are a wellspring of knowledge
and wisdom. It seemed a waste to let such wisdom remain ever in the
keeping of these antiquated scholars. Our students do not need
‘protection’ from such thoughts. Let them hear and in hearing
dismiss it for the folly it is. And then let us benefit from the
scholarship of the Brethren. We will dismiss them when we have
enough teachers and have absorbed all the knowledge they have to
give.”

She shared his eager smile, “I think I like
this new plan though I suggest you ask me first before making such
a move in the future.” He nodded meekly.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


The pigeon
arrived in Astoria and the Lady was not sure whether she dreaded or
welcomed the bird and its message. It seemed permission had been
granted for the Brethren to speak as they always did without fear
of reprisal. She could not spare fifteen of her best teachers, but
she thought half a dozen would be a sufficient start. She could
always send more in the future. They were also beginning efforts to
train more traveling teachers who could remain for a time in one
area instructing the locals (young and old alike). The traditional
teachers, storytellers, and musicians traveled from place to place
and never stayed long in one area, these more stationary teachers
would be a more permanent member of the local community and would
educate those willing to learn in all aspects of knowledge and
lore. Such had been a mainstay of the Brethren’s function at
various times in the past, but that aspect atrophied whenever the
world became unstable and more of their efforts were needed in
maintaining the peace, rather than in teaching the common folk.

The world was again drifting towards relative
peace and the Brethren could again focus their attention and energy
on educating one and all, rather than simply providing a night’s
entertainment and some interesting tidbits to muse upon. The Six
had found it an agreeable response to the changing atmosphere of
the world, and the Lady felt it high time they resumed this once
vital duty, much neglected of late. Her predecessor had shaken the
Brethren out of their contented reclusiveness and had made them
again a recognized force in the world. Now it was her turn to
restore them to one of their long forgotten though traditional
roles. She began reading over the list and tried to decide whom to
send on this equally important mission.

She found three Teachers and two Philosophers
to send, but she also felt she needed a Messenger in the group, and
as Turin’s name was on the list it was he to whom the duty fell.
She also selected a couple of apprentices, sending Kard along with
Geff and Turin would round out the group nicely. She would send
Colin to the University just to see what was passing there; it had
been some time since she had had time or interest to spare for that
institution, but such were the times. She broke the news to the
Teachers and Philosophers and they seemed eager to partake in the
experience. After they had been dismissed she called for Kard,
Geff, Colin, and Turin. They bowed formally and entered the
chamber.

She smiled warmly at each of them and then
began, “you have probably all heard rumors of the Academy and you
undoubtedly encountered our rather odd guest a few weeks ago. He
asked that I send some of the Brethren to teach at his institution,
but I refused because they would not be allowed to speak freely.
There was some fear that we might be a negative influence on weak
minds or something of the sort. That restriction has been removed
and I now feel confident in sending a small delegation to see what
will come of this little experiment. Turin, you and five others
will be teaching at the Academy. Kard and Geff shall go along, but
are to enroll as students. Colin, I need to know what is happening
at the University with the advent of the Academy and that will be
your destination. Any questions?”

Kard asked meekly, “Lady, what are Geff and I
to do as students?”

She smiled, “I know you would rather stay
here and learn, but I promised to send a few of my students along
just to show we do not fear their ways and they should not fear
ours. There will be at least six highly qualified teachers about
the place so I do not worry about your education, but I also need
someone among the students to see how things are going with them.
You may also be a positive influence in their lives during these
tumultuous times of unreason. Turin shall oversee both of you for
the time being.”

Turin smiled, “two apprentices and a full
teaching schedule? I shall be very busy but perhaps they can help
me with my paperwork.”

“Any further questions?” asked she, as both
boys groaned simultaneously at Turin’s jest. They shook their
heads. “Good,” the Lady continued, “may the Master ride with you.”
They bowed themselves out of her presence.

As they made their way down the corridor,
Turin said, “I hope this place is not as bad as what I have heard
about the University.”

Geff and Kard laughed, “nothing can be that
bad. Raye knows enough of its faults not to make the same mistakes,
though with Raye as High Chancellor there may be other things that
are rather backward.”

Colin said, “I had little to do with the
University project in my former life, but it seems it succeeded
admirably in fomenting nonsense. I am not sure I look forward to
visiting it first hand, but it shall at least be interesting to see
what happens there now that the Brotherhood’s influence has
waned.”

The following morning, the nine Brethren and
their mounts stood in the courtyard making their final preparations
for departure. The Lady came out to bid them farewell. She said, “I
know this is a strange mission upon which I send you, but this
place may one day have a great influence upon the young minds of
the world and I wish to see that it is a positive one. May the
Master ride with you!” She raised her hand in farewell as they rode
through the open gate.

They had fair weather as the road took them
steadily south and east; they traveled as swiftly as only a party
mounted upon unicorns could. As they rode through Syre, Colin
turned aside to seek out the University in the capital city of
Dara. The rest continued towards Arca. Geff was not sure how he
felt about being a student again, he hoped this time around would
be better than all the time he had wasted at the University. At
long last they entered the city of Arca and made their way towards
the Academy, which had been built on the far side of the city from
where they now found themselves.

As they rode onwards, Turin said to Geff and
Kard, “I do not know what we shall find when we reach the Academy,
but I expect both of you to obey the rules and be on your best
behavior. They will probably be much stricter here than at the
University and maybe even more so than Astoria.” The boys exchanged
worried looks; they had thought Astoria was about as strict as such
things could possibly get. Turin continued, “you both knew Raye as
a fellow student before all this came about, but as far as you are
concerned he is the High Chancellor and is to be treated with all
due respect.” Kard and Geff snickered at this but Turin’s stern
frown cut their laughter short; both sobered quickly. Turin said,
“the Lady is depending on you to do your job. If you cannot handle
that I will send you both home immediately. Understood?”

The boys nodded together and said, “yes,
sir.”

Turin smiled, losing some of his gruffness,
“good. I have no doubt in your ability to handle this mission
though it will be extremely awkward at times.”

By now they had arrived at the great wall
encircling the campus. At the front gate stood four guards, who
looked like they did not suffer fools lightly. They eyed the eight
armed Brethren skeptically as they approached. Turin rode to the
head of the party and presented a copy of his orders. One of the
guards took it and began to read; shortly a servant was sent
running towards the great building just visible through the bars of
the gates. They waited patiently for the reply. Yarl and the
servant came back quickly, the servant almost running to keep up.
His excitement turned to disappointment as he counted eight people,
two of which were obviously boys. He had been hoping for at least a
dozen, but it was better than nothing. Perhaps more would come
later.

He came out to speak with them and offered a
polite bow, which everyone returned. He said, “welcome to the famed
Academy of Arca. I am honored by your presence. I assume six of you
are come to teach?”

Turin nodded, “we six shall assist you as we
may. The boys have come to study.”

Yarl said, “very well. If the teachers shall
follow me please and the boys may go with the servant.” The six
elder Brethren dismounted and followed Yarl into the compound. The
guards eyed their swords but let them pass.

As the boys tried to follow, the guards
blocked their way. The servant rushed out and said, “students are
not allowed to go about armed. You must surrender your weapons to
the guards. Your horses will also not be housed on campus unless
you agree that they are available for common use during riding
lessons and for other tasks. Otherwise I suggest you find somewhere
in town to board them or sell them.”

The boys exchanged a look, but quickly
unsaddled their mounts and turned them loose. The servant looked at
them in astonishment but said nothing over this odd turn of events,
knowing the Brethren were considered quite peculiar by most folk of
his acquaintance. They handed their weapons over to the guards and
an empty corner was found in which they could stow their tack. They
then followed the anxious servant into the far wing of the ominous
building that rose before them.

They were left in a small chamber to await
the Mistress of Student Affairs. After what seemed years, a huge
woman entered the tiny chamber and seemed to fill half of it. Her
manner spoke of a strictness that made the Lady seem frivolous by
comparison. They offered as much of a bow as they could in the
confined space. She glared at them and began, as if by rote, “once
enrolled as students in the Academy you are expected to obey
immediately, work hard, and learn quickly for the duration of your
stay. Nonsense and pranks are absolutely forbidden and will be
punished immediately with banishment. You are to be extremely
respectful of all staff and faculty and most especially of our
esteemed High Chancellor; disrespect will be treated the same as
any other misbehavior. Your rooms and uniforms must be kept clean
and in good order. Chores must be completed efficiently and
properly. If you must ask a question of one of our most honorable
professors, it must be done during the proper hour after lessons
have been finished for the day. Do you understand?”

“Yes Mistress,” said the terrified boys in
unison.

She smiled coldly, “good. Then we shall see
about finding you rooms and uniforms. Follow me.” They walked as
far behind her as they could without being thought to lag. They
entered a hallway and came to another small room with a harried
looking man behind a small table with a pile of black robes behind
him. “Uniforms for two new students,” said the woman briskly. The
man looked them over briefly, fished several folded robes out of
his stack, and handed them to the boys. The woman turned away
without another word and the man went back to whatever task she had
interrupted with her arrival. The boys hurried after.

They climbed several flights of stairs and
hastened through winding corridors until at last they came to a
hall containing any number of doors. The woman walked to the very
end of the hall, knocked three times on the door, and flung it
open. Two boys in black robes stood at attention in front of their
beds. The room contained two bunks, each with two beds, four trunks
stacked against the far wall, a washstand and pitcher, and little
else. She barked, “this shall be your room for the duration of your
stay. Your roommates will be happy to assist in orienting you to
life on campus. Your classes start immediately after breakfast on
the morrow.” She pushed the boys in and shut the door behind
them.

The two boys who already occupied the room
eyed them speculatively but said nothing. It seemed idle talk was
another thing not encouraged on campus. Geff introduced himself and
Kard. The other two said nothing. Geff said, “I am sorry to trouble
you but we are just arrived and have no idea how things work around
here. Is it too much of an inconvenience if we ask a few
questions?” The boys remained silent.

Kard asked, “why will you not speak?”

The boys exchanged a worried glance and one
whispered, “you must lower your voice else they may kick us all out
of here. The Mistress does not like too much noise.”

“Sorry,” whispered Geff, “we had no idea.
What else can get us in trouble that we might not think of?”

The boys rattled off quite an extensive list.
They then went on to outline life at the Academy. It seemed every
moment was scheduled and filled with meals, chores, sleeping, or
lessons. There was little time for anything else, including
mischief. There were no curious questions asked of the newcomers,
just the absolute basics and nothing more. Was Raye completely
opposed to anyone having their own personality? The two boys looked
stricken; only then did Geff realize he had spoken aloud.

Geff smiled, “I am sorry about that. It will
take a little practice before I remember to call the High
Chancellor by his proper title. I knew him long before all of this.
Is there some rule against getting to know one another?”

One of the boys said, “there is no official
rule but it is discouraged because it distracts us from our
studies. What purpose is there in trivial relationships anyway? If
it is not practical, why waste time or energy on it?”

“I see,” said Geff with a sinking heart; he
was not going to enjoy this at all.

 


The new Professors had it a little easier
than the students. Each had their own room and their mounts were
properly stabled. Interpersonal interaction was not completely
forbidden among the teaching staff and they were allowed to wear
their weapons if they wished. Their robes also contained a
miniscule amount of color, just enough to differentiate each
person’s area of specialty. Turin was not happy about having to
wear the silly hat; he was not fond of anything save a helmet on
his head. They had just time enough to brief Yarl on their teaching
preferences, to get a brief introduction to life at the Academy and
the Academy’s expectations of them, and then to change and freshen
up before supper.

Precisely on the hour they filed into the
dining hall with their fellow Professors, around twenty in all.
They stood ceremoniously behind the long table at the head of the
room. The students then filed in like so many ranks of highly
drilled soldiers and stood beside their places at the tables that
filled the balance of the room. The Mistress of Student Affairs and
other important administrators filed in last and were seated. The
faculty bowed as the administration passed and then took their
seats. The students bowed to all and sundry and took their seats.
Dinner was carried out in almost absolute silence. Everyone cleaned
their plate and no one dared chew with their mouth open. At the
appointed time, everyone stood and took their dishes to the
specified area. Those assigned kitchen duty whisked the used dishes
into the kitchen and began the long process of cleaning up. The
rest filed silently back to their rooms or to other chores.

The faculty retired to their wing of the
building and chatted quietly, worked on the morrow’s lessons, read,
or wrote. The six Brethren gathered in Turin’s room, though it was
quite cramped, no one complained, at least about the tight fit.

“I am not sure I am going to like this
place,” said Emilia with a sigh, one of the Teachers.

“I know I am not,” said Turin, “this place
makes Panmycea under the Order’s control look cheerful. We must
endure as best we can until the Lady sends us elsewhere, until
then, we must try to infuse a little joy into these macabre
surroundings.”

“What is the theory behind sucking all the
life out of a place of learning?” asked another.

Emilia said, “I suppose they think joy and
merriment are a distraction they cannot afford. If the students are
not preoccupied with mischief, perhaps they can learn better?” They
all laughed at that. The atmosphere was enough to deaden anyone’s
heart and mind, which was not conducive to learning or anything
else.

Turin said, “if you think it is appalling for
us, can you imagine what these poor students endure on a daily
basis?”

 


Geff and Kard retired to their room. Their
timid roommates were off doing chores. Geff asked, “what have we
gotten ourselves into?”

Kard said, “this place has the most
depressing atmosphere I’ve ever encountered. Prison must be better!
Who chooses to be here of their own accord?”

Geff said gloomily, “how are we going to get
through this?”

Kard smiled, “the same as everything else:
one day at a time.”

Geff laughed, “I will not stop smiling even
if they do kick me out. I actually hope they do, but the Lady and
Turin would not be pleased.” They shared an amused laugh and looked
guiltily about hoping no one heard.

After supper in Astoria, the students would
get together and talk, listen to someone sing or tell a story, or
play some sort of game. Here it seemed that if you were not busy
with something else you remained quietly in your room meditating on
what you had learned that day. Both boys were very interested to
know what classes were like. They must be wonderful, else none of
these boys would have the heart to stay in this place long.
Promptly at curfew, their roommates returned, dressed for bed, and
blew out the candles. Geff was not yet ready for bed and Kard was
only half finished washing his face. It seemed there was no respect
for others if they were the least bit tardy. Geff and Kard were
used to strict rules, schedules, and tough classes, but nothing
compared to this. In Astoria there was always a sense of joy,
shared mirth, hope, laughter, music, a good conversation,
friendship, and all those things that seemed foreign and strange in
this dismal place. Geff lay awake staring into the darkness, trying
to remember what it was like to laugh without fear of reprisal.

A great clanging gong rang early the next
morning ere the sky even hinted of morning, save a lighter shade of
blackish grey along the eastern horizon. The two boys rose
immediately and began their morning ablutions. They dressed quickly
and all four were promptly assembled outside on the lawn with the
other students in orderly rows. The Professors then joined them in
a separate row facing them. There was just enough light to make out
the shadowed features of each face as the High Chancellor came for
his morning inspection. As if on cue, everyone bowed deeply and
began some dirge-like ditty extolling the virtues of the Academy,
education, and the High Chancellor. After the mournful song,
silence reigned until the Chancellor said, “another beautiful day
of learning awaits us. I declare this day begun.” They all bowed
deeply and the Chancellor walked off.

Kard exchanged a look with Geff that said
things could not get much worse. Breakfast was the same as dinner:
a cheerless meal of equally tasteless though nourishing food. After
breakfast, the students filed off quickly for chores or classes.
The Mistress of Student Affairs found them at breakfast and gave
them their class and chore schedule. She watched them to see if
they would react at all to her tidings, but both by now had long
practice in controlling their emotions and facial features.

Their class schedule was disappointing but
Geff said, “thank you Mistress for the expedient delivery of our
schedule and your trouble in assembling it.” The Mistress actually
looked somewhat pleased as she stalked off.

The classes offered by the Academy were a
strange mishmash as they desperately scrambled to assemble
teachers. They currently offered classes in whatever they had
people qualified to teach. The goal was one day to offer an
extensive selection of valuable and practical topics, but right now
selection was very limited. Geff had a class on pottery
appreciation while Kard found himself assigned to an introductory
sewing class. While these might be interesting, they were not
exactly useful to their future pursuits. It seemed that the senior
ranking students received first pick and the newcomers like Geff
and Kard just got whatever was left. They both had a riding class
and a swordsmanship class, as unlike the University, the Academy
believed such skills were useful and often needful in the current
state of the world. The University believed such pursuits were
philosophically unnecessary, if not morally wrong.

They made their way towards their first
class, which was happily in equitation, however they were dismayed
to see that their choice of mounts was very limited. Most of the
students had come on foot or borrowed a retired plow horse. It had
been awhile since they had ridden anything but a unicorn so it was
a good refresher to remember that one must actually use the reins,
your heels, and your knees to guide a normal horse. One’s unicorn
knew instinctively what you wanted of them, and if they did not
quite understand, a slight cue from the rein or shifting of your
weight in the saddle accomplished amazing feats of horsemanship.
The instructor did not understand how her newest pupils went from
simply sitting their horses and not seeming able to get them to do
anything to suddenly putting them through their paces like seasoned
horsemen.

After horsemanship, they went to visit the
Master at Arms for a lesson with the sword. The boys were well
versed in the use of a long, straight blade and demonstrated their
skill to the Master. He then wished to see if these novice warriors
could handle a broadsword or a curved blade. This was completely
new to both of them. They had practiced facing off against someone
wielding different blades, but had never tried it themselves. They
actually found this part of their education interesting. During the
last period before lunch they were assigned to muck out the stable,
which they did with a good will. The morning passed rather
pleasantly, but the noon meal was as dismal as the two meals before
it.

After lunch, each went to his respective art
class and then met again during an introduction to practical
botany. That class was actually far better than either of them had
hoped because it dealt with practical uses for plants rather than
an extensive listing and categorization of countless thousands of
individual species. Somehow they were able to qualify for a history
class with Turin, which was the best class of the day. After the
last period there was an hour during which the Professors were
available to answer questions. The boys had hoped to speak with one
of their elder colleagues, but the number of students wishing to do
likewise was astounding. Since their questions were not related to
the day’s lessons, they decided to wait and try to speak with them
later. They really had nothing important to say, they just wanted
to speak with someone who actually relished a good conversation.
After the evening meal it was their turn to wash up and then it was
off to bed. Life continued in this vein for many weeks; the only
variation was in their class and chore schedule.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


Colin rode
on alone after he had parted from the others. It had been a long
time since he had been in this part of Syre, but the journey to the
University was uneventfully made. Knowing their feelings on horses,
he dismissed Taragon and approached the University on foot. He was
not about to leave his sword behind, however. He found the place
exactly as described in all the tales he had ever heard of the
colorful institution. Students zipped about in a flurry of
multicolored robes like a cloud of startled butterflies. His sword
drew some odd looks, but no one said anything, it was not their
place to disagree with someone if he thought violence was a
necessary part of life, but hoped they could influence him into
pacifism with time.

Some inquiry led him to a little hut in which
lurked the man in charge of visitors and potential students. He
gave Colin’s sword a distasteful look but again, nothing was said.
He happily gave Colin permission to wander about campus and stay
for as long as he liked. He even tossed Colin a robe under which to
hide his offensive weapon. Colin smiled his thanks and bowed
politely before going. The man smiled gratefully at his formality,
for traditional forms of etiquette were not often observed in a
place so enlightened as this. Colin sat through any number of
tedious lectures on things of no import or use. The Brotherhood had
outdone themselves with this one. He had never before seen such
foolishness so highly regarded. He interviewed several students
about conditions on campus and if anything had much changed in the
last year or two. Most had not even heard of the Battle of the
Plain so could not help him in understanding what had changed
since.

After dinner he attended the now infamous
debate upon the lawn. The students used often confusing and seldom
logical arguments to reach some conclusion about the proper use of
horses in society. Were they friends, slaves, pets, or relatives?
Did they exist at all? Colin shook his head at such thoughts, what
these boys needed was a good dose of reality. Only those who were
sheltered from real danger, pain, hunger, poverty, or despair could
spend their time discussing such frivolities. Real people were too
busy simply trying to survive to waste even a moment on such
thoughts. After breakfast, he sought out several professors but
none were really interested in talking. It seemed their only reason
for existing was to speak and have students hang on their every
word.

After his futile attempts to speak with
someone in charge (or at least fully grown) he went to another
lecture. He had heard tales of the antipathy with which many of the
professors treated the topic of the Brethren and this lecture was
his chance to experience it first hand. He spent a good hour
listening to a long list of rants and complaints directed towards
his colleagues and he struggled to keep from laughing. That list
was not far from his own thoughts on the topic in former days.
After the class he waited patiently while a queue of students asked
their questions. Finally, the last student vanished out the door
and Colin had the man to himself.

He said, “quite a fascinating lecture really.
I have had similar thoughts. May I ask where you have gathered your
information; it is a subject that never fails to fascinate me.”

The man looked about furtively before saying,
“a fellow scholar in this matter can always speak with me. Come, we
shall share a cup of tea in my quarters.” They walked amicably
across campus and came to the man’s small room. Soon enough a
piping cup of tea sat before each man as the professor began, “from
whence springs your curiosity on these matters?”

Colin smiled, “I guess you could call it
professional curiosity. At one time I found my greatest joy in
opposing them.”

The professor’s eyes narrowed, “at one
time?”

Colin smiled reassuringly, “it has been some
little time since I have had the chance to vent my spleen upon
them. There has been a change in circumstances and geography, if
you understand me.”

The man nodded, thinking that he did. The
professor continued, “there are others who share our dislike of
such things. We meet regularly to share our insights.”

“Fascinating,” said Colin, “I would love to
meet them. But I am sure they are wary of outsiders and that your
meetings are only for the privileged few.”

The professor smiled conspiratorially, “we
are always looking for new members to add their wisdom to our
discussions. Do you know much about the topic?”

Colin smiled eagerly, “I am something of an
expert in such matters.”

The professor grinned, “then perhaps tonight
will be a very enjoyable evening for all. You must wear a hooded
cloak. We are an amiable group though we tend to enjoy our
privacy.”

Colin nodded, “of course. Is there anything
else I should know?”

The man shook his head and said, “I will meet
you on the western edge of campus right after supper while the
fools debate on the lawn. Bring your cloak and do not be late.”

“I look forward to it,” said Colin happily.
He was not sure what he had just volunteered for but it would at
least prove interesting. Even if it turned out to be nothing more
than a gathering of disgruntled professors it would prove a
fascinating evening, but Colin wondered if there were not something
more sinister at work.

For the rest of the day, he found himself a
cloak as specified and then napped, not knowing how much sleep he
would get that night. He waited at the appointed spot at the
appropriate time and his guide soon arrived. They walked out of
sight of the campus and donned their mysterious garments. Colin had
called Taragon into the immediate vicinity, just in case this
turned out to be more than he could handle alone. Unicorns were
much more useful and dependable than those dratted lurkers ever had
been; they also offered much in the way of companionship upon the
many lonely roads the Brethren were wont to travel. They walked
steadily into the vast grove behind the campus and within half an
hour found themselves in a little clearing with a cheery fire
burning brightly with several rocks, logs, and broken chairs drawn
up around it. Three cloaked figures already waited and two more
approached out of the gathering dusk. In all, eight men eventually
gathered for the evening’s discussion. All were safely anonymous
and no one remarked on the presence of the visitor, as they were
not exactly sure if he was actually a new member of the group or an
old colleague.

The tallest of those gathered around the fire
said, “welcome Friends of the Night. So it is that we are gathered
together again. We come from all walks of life but gather together
on such nights to discuss our common bond: a hatred of all who
oppose sense, reason, and progress, most especially the Brethren.
As I am sure most of you know, the University has failed dismally
to have any sort of impact upon the world at large, save to make
itself a laughingstock among those who know it for what it is. I,
however, am happy to say that the Academy is off to a beautiful
start in rectifying the University’s mistakes. Several of the
Brethren are actually teaching there as we speak.”

Gasps of shock and outrage sounded among
those listening. The man continued, “but do not despair. Their
knowledge is valuable even if their beliefs are irritating. It was
thought that keeping the Academy ideologically neutral would be the
proper way to approach things, but the Lady of Astoria would not
allow her precious servants abroad without some guarantee that they
would be allowed to pontificate at will. This regrettable
circumstance does give us an opportunity however to expose them for
what they are. Instead of remaining in ignorance, our students will
now get just enough of a dose of their ideologies to remain safely
skeptical and we shall carefully assist in the dissemination of the
real truth about these charlatans. If one ideology is allowed on
campus, all must be. It will be amusing to see which one wins the
day.”

There was much discussion as to the
repercussions of these revelations and much enthusiasm about the
plans that were already set in motion. The next question was what
to do about the University itself. It was a completely useless
institution and as things were going, it would soon be in great
danger of extinction, especially if the Academy kept growing at its
current rate. There were some murmurs of regret, obviously from
people whose livelihood depended on the institution, but there were
also a few happier noises from those who found the whole concept a
waste of time.

“Well dear friends,” said the speaker once
more, “it is time to retire for the evening. I bid you all pleasant
plotting against our mutual enemies. Until our next meeting,
farewell.” They all withdrew in different directions and each took
a twisting path out of the woods and back to their own
dwellings.

Once they were safely out of the woods, the
professor said, “what do you think?”

Colin said, “quite interesting and here I
thought it was just a group that got together to complain about the
status quo. It is almost refreshing to meet people intent on
pursuing a viable solution rather than just sitting around and
griping about it. The leader spoke as if he had some ties to the
Academy, and there seemed to be others of similar mind working to
reach the group’s goals.”

The professor smiled, “you have a quick mind.
I think you will be of great value to our plans in future. Perhaps
I shall introduce you to our leader one day. There are those within
the Academy that share our feelings and will do their best to see
that things are done to our mutual satisfaction. I fear I cannot
tell you more since you are not yet an official member of our
little group.”

“An official member?” asked Colin curiously,
“I thought this was just an anonymous meeting of friends with a
common interest.”

The man laughed, “those of us who form the
core of the group know very well the identity of each man who
attends. It is only for the nonmembers and unobserved passersby
that we maintain the illusion of secrecy. We also share little
information of true value with those not belonging officially to
the group. To know more you must join us.”

“Who exactly is ‘us?’ I really have no wish
to get involved with anything illegal,” said Colin.

The other man laughed, “it seems you have a
conscience. Men of learning need no such inconvenience; they are
above such things. But fear not, we do nothing that can be
construed as ‘illegal,’ as it is done for the common good. We are
not as deeply involved as those overseeing and coordinating the
overall plan. We are only on the very first rung of a great and
mighty ladder whose top ascends to ultimate power.”

Colin did not need to hear any more to know
of what his companion was speaking; he had lived it once himself.
These men were dabbling in the shallows of a great sea of evil that
could sweep them away into darkness and depths unfathomable like a
riptide. They had not yet reached the point where they must conduct
the vile rites that would dedicate their very souls to the
darkness; that was why he could not sense the pall of evil that
hung around all of his former comrades.

“How high on this ladder of yours are you
planning to go?” asked Colin cautiously.

The man looked thoughtful and said, “as high
as I can. The University is failing and my own future looks grim,
but among the Friends of the Night, I have position and power with
ample opportunity to gain more. I think soon, very soon, I shall
take the first and hardest step. You could join me. We are always
looking for men of skill and wisdom.”

Colin shook his head, “I need more time to
think it over. I cannot make such a decision after one night.”

The man nodded, “I understand your
hesitation. It seems strange and intimidating at first, but soon it
becomes more seductive than you can imagine. You must choose
quickly or this chance may be lost forever. The University is
failing and each day there are fewer and fewer students. Our
financial resources are drying up as professors leave after seeing
their own relative importance dwindle. There is little more that
can be done here, save to jump from the sinking wreckage and swim
for more promising shores. You have three days before we leave this
place for good. I will happily speak with you in the time we have
left.”

Colin nodded his thanks and retired to his
borrowed quarters for the night.

 


Professor Brett did not return to his rooms
but went to a small inn on the edge of the city to meet with the
leader of the peculiar little group. They took a table at the far
back and were alone in the common room. Brett’s companion asked,
“who was your strange friend?”

Brett shrugged, “some wanderer who turned up
on campus a day or two ago. He has been wandering about, talking to
people, and sitting in on lectures. He came to me after one of my
infamous lectures and started asking questions. I think he is a
promising Candidate. He has a sharp mind and I think he knows the
use of a sword. His greatest qualms were that we might be up to
something illegal.” Both men laughed at the thought: laws were
relative, thus did not really matter so long as the desired ends
were attained.

The other man said, “are you sure he is not
one of THEM?”

Brett laughed, “you know as well as I that
their precious little Oath keeps them from telling overt lies. He
said many things that do not go along with that line of work. I
think we can trust him.” They laughed again, as trust was also
relative. You never really fully trusted anyone. Life was much
simpler that way.

“Perhaps I shall meet with him myself if he
is as promising as you say,” said the other, “our time here draws
to an end and it would be a pity to leave such a prize behind. You
say he has a sharp mind? Then what is he doing at the
University?”

Brett said, “I think he came in hopes of
finding the rumors false. I think he would have ridden on by now,
save for his interest in our little gathering.” The other nodded,
Brett’s reasoning was sound.

The other said, “can you arrange a meeting
for the three of us tomorrow? I wish to know more of this stranger
before letting him deeper into our counsels or abandoning him
completely. If he is even half as promising as you think, he would
be a great asset. Our masters are desperate to replace the numbers
we lost during that regrettable fiasco a year gone and will richly
reward anyone who brings another into the fold.”

Brett smiled avariciously, “meet us at the
Cock and Hen tomorrow at noon. I will see that my new friend is
there.” The other nodded his agreement and they disappeared into
the night.

The next morning, Professor Brett was up
early and found his hopeful prodigy at breakfast. Colin nodded good
morning and Brett seated himself beside the man and said, “I have
arranged a meeting with our leader for lunch at the Cock and Hen.
Will you come?”

Colin smiled, “I would be honored to meet
your leader. What interest has he in me?”

Brett smiled, “he hopes as I do that you may
join our little band of free thinkers.”

“I shall be there,” said Colin, “need I come
cloaked?”

Both men laughed and Brett went off to his
morning classes. Colin spent the morning in careful preparation for
this potentially dangerous meeting. If he were recognized he must
be ready for the worst, but these were neophytes and not
fully-fledged members of the Brotherhood. There was little chance
they were even aware of his existence, much less his controversial
history concerning the Brotherhood. He saddled Taragon and rode in
search of the inn. He left his faithful friend outside in case he
needed a quick retreat. Taragon sensed his unease and gave him a
reassuring whicker. He patted the great neck in thanks; the
creature was right. Live or die, the situation was never hopeless
for those who put their trust in the Master.

With a peaceful heart, he went in to meet
what he may. He found the two waiting for him. Brett made the
introductions and all took their seats. The inn was notorious for
its terrible food, thus the reason Brett had chosen it and why they
were alone in the common room. The innkeeper eyed them hopefully
but they made no move to place an order so he continued his
studious wiping of the counter.

The unnamed leader went straight to the
point, “I am greatly interested in you as a potential member of our
little society. This interview will determine whether you shall
qualify or not. Brett here assures me of your interest in our group
and I will make sure it is not an interest contrary to our own
pursuits. I will ask you some questions and you will answer me
directly. Understood?” Colin nodded, knowing the questions were
aimed at ferreting out whether he was one of the Brethren trying to
discover their secrets.

The leader began, “do you know the use of a
sword?”

Colin said, “yes.”

The man smiled, “have you ever killed a
man?”

Colin nodded grimly, “on occasion it has been
necessary.”

The man then went for the throat, “would you
be willing to kill one of these so-called Brethren?”
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