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[image: ]Come war, the soldier earns his trade. 

Beat the drums; my heart inspire.

Bring me my iron blade, 

My helmet rivet on. 

Bring me the prancing horse. 

Gird on my sword of fire. 

Nay, come there many boots, 

On cobblestones that ring? 

Disarm me where the waters course.

My iron helm unhinge. 

A riverboat shall be my horse. 

One axe shall overthrow a king. 

In the night the soldier creeps, 

Midway from shore to shore. 

High above the murky deep, 

A slender wooden floor. 

Shall one man safely keep, 

Whose axe shall end a war.

Long ago, a river divided two kingdoms, one great and one small. The large kingdom was Folger, with a fullness to its name that sounded out the fullness of its boundaries. The small kingdom, like the bric-a-brac along the shelf, was called Bracken. 

Now, the King of Bracken rode to attend his brother's fox hunt, and the King left his daughter Rosalynn in the care of his most trusted knight, Sir Reynald. 

And even as the King of Bracken went out to hunt in sport, Lord Rigel, master of Folger, went to hunt in earnest. He set his heart to swallow up the little kingdom and slay every royal person down to the Princess herself. 

Now, Rigel of Folger was broad. He stood no higher  than a horse's shoulder, but he was so wide with muscle that he could actually tear young trees from the ground, a sport he found entertaining when he was out riding. Wily as a fox he was; and sharp as a knife, but for all his shrewdness, he could not make his land produce crops. Forest he had in abundance along his side of the river, overflowing with trees. But his fields were poor, as though the ground itself rebelled against so barbaric a ruler as he.

So the wicked king laid his plans for the complete and utter takeover of Bracken, and his plans fell so that he would attack the moment night fell on that first day of the first month of spring. 

But to Sir Reynald, thoughts of battle were like the blurry horizon line. Wars had long since ceased The only entrance way to Bracken was over the Bridge that spanned the river, and Bracken soldiers guarded it day and night, so that for fifteen long years the hungry armies of Folger had been stilled. Even though the Folgerians outnumbered the  Bracken soldiers, only ten men could cross the Bridge side by side together, with rows of ten men each behind them.  But having to move in such a tight column would have hindered them while they were on the Bridge itself, so a small force on the Bracken side could have stood off the entire forces of Folger, provided that the Bracken soldiers shot arrows at them and used lance attacks while the Folger forces were still on the Bridge.  Bracken's safety hung on being alerted to enemies on the Bridge before they had crossed it.

But in this time of peace, few suspected an attack. Reynald, a knight with many battles in the distant past, kept sentries posted to watch the Bridge. But he worried little. The two nations were at peace. 

In the early afternoon, he walked with her little majesty through the garden and out past the stables to the patch where wild strawberries grew.

“Oh, Reynald, let me go riding with you," Princess Rosalynn begged him that afternoon. “Put me in front on your great saddle and ride with me.”

“Nay my lady," he said, smiling at her as fondly as any beloved uncle would have done. "Mercy forbids it. My poor horse is old, like I am. He wants his oats now. Maybe later we can ride.” 

“You know that you aren't old," she retorted. "It's untruth to say so. Your hair's not even white yet.”

"Little majesty, you mustn't rebuke your subject. I'm old enough." He swept her off her feet to make her laugh and swung her with one arm. But as he swung around with her toward the north, he felt a chill, and  his eyes scanned the horizon hungrily. Some telltale sign had struck a deep note in him, warning him of danger. Even he wasn't sure what it was. But there was something in that late afternoon sky that he hadn't seen before. 

"I will take you to your supper," he said at last. Then he noticed what was troubling him. The birds that normally roosted  in the forest along the river were winging their way over fields and meadows in search of new roosting places.

His keen soldier's eye saw that something had disturbed them—some great hubbub crossing over the Bridge into the forest. And his heart suddenly beat coldly with a suspicion. For it takes loud noise and large numbers to frighten away the birds from a forest. 

He hurried into the great house with her. "Stay in the kitchen with your nurse," he told her. He handed her into the care of the old servant who had been mother to Rosalynn since the Queen's death. 

The knight hurried forward to the courtyard and climbed up to the battlements to scan the fringe of trees on the far side of the fields. To be sure, he saw only a lone sentry riding pell-mell for the gate. But he understood at once.

"Muster the men!" he ordered quickly to his captain. "Sound the alarm, and prepare to close the gates!" 

Trumpeters quickly blared the warning. From below, horses neighed in protest as they were driven out for saddling. Men shouted; peasants from the neighboring fields hallooed to each other and came running. And all the while, the sentry in the distance drove his horse as a man insane, crouched forward over his saddle with his face pointed at the castle. 

"The castle guard is summoned, my leader," the captain told him. Reynald looked down in dismay at a small group of soldiers standing resolute and ready down below. "Where are the others?" 

"Home in the fields, sire. Plowing time is on us. The King spared them to go." 

Reynald turned and saw that the sentry was riding in, disappearing under the stone archway below as his horse ran in to safety. "Close the gate," he ordered. "Have every bowman take his position on the parapet. Bring that sentry to me."

"As you wish, sire." The captain scrambled down the ladder to carry out his orders. Moments later, one of the young pages climbed up and led the exhausted sentry to Reynald. 

He ducked a quick bow and said, "Enemies on the Bridge, sir. They quietly slipped in and took the sentries last night in the dark woods. Only I have escaped. I hid in the woods all day for fear of being killed, but at last I took one of their horses and made a dash for the castle. Rigel of Folger himself will ride over the Bridge with a new troop at sunset and storm the castle at last light today. Such is what I've overheard from the murderous forward guard." 

"Sunset," Reynald said. The sun had already dipped below the line of trees and was sinking to the horizon. 

"Fetch me the King's second-best crown," he told the page who was still standing nearby. "And fetch me the ermine-trimmed robe. Tell the royal valet that the crown and robe are necessary to save the Princess. Show him my ring. Go quickly." He pulled a ring from his finger and passed it to the boy, who nodded and ran off on his errand.

Down below, a half dozen burly gate guards were straining at the huge doors, slowly pushing them in, drawing a semicircle that closed with an echoing slam of mighty oak against solid stone. Immediately twelve men climbed atop the shoulders of twelve of their fellows and sat down. An enormous tree, trimmed of its branches and cut square to make a bar, was hefted onto the arms of the men below,who lifted it to the men above them. These men, muscles straining, lifted the bar and set it into the great iron tongues that would hold it in place. Up above, Reynald struggled into the King's robe as the anxious page held it up to him. He stared at the crown a moment, as though preparing himself for something painful. Then he took it in both hands and set it on his head. He gave it a slight tug in the front as though it were his helmet. 

"I go to the Princess," he told the astonished captain. "Defend the wall. Rigel of Folger takes no prisoners. We have no choice but to fight. You," he called to the page. "Send Herron the Rider to the kitchen." 

Quickly, he climbed down the ladder and left the courtyard for the great house. 

Reynald entered the kitchen where Rosalynn and her nurse were waiting. 

"Good woman, release me," Rosalynn said to her when she saw Reynald. She pulled herself away from her nurse's arms. 

"Explain yourself," she said sharply to Reynald. "Your manner of dressing greatly displeases us. It is treasonous to wear the King's crown and robe." 

"Aye, little majesty," he agreed respectfully. "My conduct is shocking and may be wasted in the end. But I hope to serve my king. In this I am clear of guilt." 

"Explain yourself," she repeated. 

"The castle is under attack. Your father's old enemy, Rigel of Folger, is marching this way to storm the castle. Our circumstances are hopeless, and your life is in great danger. I plan to save you." 

"How so? By stealing my father's crown for yourself?" she demanded. 

Undaunted by his size and sure of her authority, she took a step closer. In all her ten years she had been taught that one day her word would be law, and she feared no person in all her father's realm. 

"Guards!" she called. "Seize this imposter!" 

But nothing happened. 

"Nay, little Princess," he said gravely. 

"Squires!" he called. His squires, three of them, entered from behind him. "Bring me peasant clothes to fit this child," he said to one of them. "And summon my wife." 

Then to the Princess he added, "Time is essential, little majesty, and I cannot allow you to order me to stop, nor can I grant you the grace of time to consider my plans. Speed is necessary, and I will spare you the heartbreak of this decision. As regent, I will proceed as I think best." 

"By dressing me in peasant clothes for this pretend war of yours?" she demanded. "Never! Guards!" 

Still, no guards came. "You are a disloyal traitor!" she shrieked, more like a terrified child than a princess. "Take off that crown!" 

He remained unmoved, and she started to run out of the kitchen. Just as quickly he raised his hand, and the two remaining squires blocked the doorways. 

"Do you yet not see what Rigel would do if he found the royal Princess—" Reynald began. 

"Traitor!" she shrieked. 

"Your majesty," he began, trying to calm her. "I plead with you to control yourself." 

Just then the third squire returned with the clothing and Reynald's wife. 

"You must trust me now, Rosalynn," he told her. "My wife will dress you if you do not obey. You are to go to your rooms and remove your royal clothes, wearing instead the clothing of a farm girl."

"No!" 

He nodded to the nearest squire. Struggling and screaming, Rosalynn was picked up and carried to her rooms. Reynald turned to his wife. "Do to her as I commanded. Her nurse will help you. I suspect it will take both of you. Spare not for her tears, but work quickly." 

They hurried out, following the crying and shouting Princess and the dogged squire carrying her. 

"Well done," Reynald said to the other young men. "Go attend the other job on the wall."

Just then Herron the Rider strode in. He wore high brown boots, green leggings, and a loose green tunic with a spacious cowl. Herron was barely eighteen, lean and light as a whip, yet almost as tall as Reynald himself. 

"You sent for me, my lord?" he asked. Though the whole castle was in a panic to prepare for the impending siege, he carried himself as calmly as though spring plowing were the order for the day. 

"Aye," Reynald said. "You alone don't seem surprised at finding me dressed as the King." 

"Nay, I see your plan. If the castle falls in battle, the soldiers of that scoundrel, Rigel of Folger, will think they have killed the King of Bracken. It is a good and noble plan." And he gave a quick nod of grim approval. 

"You expect nothing less than bravery from yourself and others, Herron," the older knight said. "Yet your task this night is to flee with the Princess to his true majesty with the news of the attack." 

"Flying through these woods tonight may have danger enough to settle my stomach. But how can we get out? The gate is barred. As I came in, the archers were busy plying their wares. War is now upon us." 

"My squires have gone to knock out a part of the south wall and make a hole for a horse to be let out. Then you and the Princess must ride like the wind." 

Being instructed to run away wasn’t much to his liking, but Herron dipped his head and made his voice sound dutiful. "Aye, liege. Where is her majesty?" 

"Upstairs. Being forced into peasant clothes." 

"I see." The tall and young solider lifted his eyebrows. "Her majesty dislikes your plans?" 

"She has no understanding, Herron. How could I take the time to explain it all to her, and then risk that she would understand and order me to forbear and keep her here? My bones tell me the castle will fall. Rosalynn must escape. So long as there is even a child of the royal family, then Bracken will yet overthrow the yoke of Folger. The people shall stand behind their Princess. And news must reach the King in time." 

"Aye." Herron shifted his weight. 

"My wife will see that the jewel of royalty is set around her neck and hidden under her garments. Take care that it is not wrenched off. It is her claim to the throne." 

"Aye." 

"Come, she must be ready by now." 

They strode out into the great hall in time to see Rosalynn, now exhausted from her struggles, weeping as she was led down the stairs. Even through the shuttered windows in the hall, shouts from the parapets were drifting inside, and they could hear a muffled boom! boom! as a battering ram tested its strength against the sturdy gates. At sight of Reynald, the Princess hung back and glared, but then she saw young Herron the Rider. 
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