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The Song of Simeon


A Last Shadow Epic Novella
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The hold-lord stood before Simeon Nax, a sword girt at his side and a crown resting on his golden hair. His blue eyes were keen, and young Simeon, a boy of fourteen, felt his heart racing in his chest, to hear the hold-lord’s next words.

What was his name? Simeon struggled to remember. Maerrick! What realm did he hold sway over? The Vale of Ahorne! And the land he reigned over was wild and mountainous, and filled of abundant rokahn, but here a prospective warrior could find battle and struggle, hope that he’d be sung-of for the ages.

Simeon had seen little battle and little chance for valor in Winter Ridge, the small town in the corner of the Vale of Ahorne. His sister had left a year ago for the city of Galiope in the flatlands, but Simeon thought he could achieve his goals a bit closer to home.

Maerrick had just ascended to the throne of Ahorne, and the iron crown he wore over his head indicated he reigned in full. Simeon’s heart raced, at the chance to be a page in his court.

“Simeon Nax,” Maerrick said, amid the grandeur of Aerie Hold’s throne room, “I see you hold your sword well. You look a man in the eye, and when I peer into those steely orbs I see no sign of wavering. Reports confirm you wield the sword well.

“But know, Simeon, as a page in the hold of Aerie, which the Line of Atheling rules over, you are not guaranteed to live long. We are pledged to cull the rokahn spawning pits, and make sure their numbers never grow such that they would threaten the world. That is your task, Simeon, and you come to pledge yourself at a troubled time, when the Vale of Ahorne is threatened by the fiercest rokahn we have ever known. He is called Gourka Flesh-Ripper.”

“I fear no rokahn,” Simeon said. “Not even Gourka Flesh-Ripper.”

“What do you fear, Simeon?” Maerrick said.

“What do I fear?” Simeon stood up and placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. “A dull summer afternoon. A leaf on a tree. A sign I am living an ordinary life.

“What I fear is an ordinary life.”

“Well done,” Maerrick said. “As page you have minor duties around Aerie Hold, though you have a bed of your own, and a portion of food. Mostly, though, you will be accompanying our bannerman, my uncle, in his fight against Gourka Flesh-Ripper. 

“He is the terror of the mountain halls. He slew my cousin and set his head on a stake. He has developed a taste for human blood, and has become known as the Bloodsucker.”

Simeon vowed silently to slay Gourka Flesh-Ripper. Did a silent vow have effect?

“You have your sword,” said Maerrick. “You must give it a name.”

Simeon drew the sword, which sparkled in the light of torches and the distant light of the hearth. Together, the jewels of the throne and the edge of Simeon’s sword glistened. He could not help but notice, it had the same color as the silver starlight.

“Sterling Silver,” Simeon said. But he had a feeling, he needed, and he wanted, more than this simple sword of steel.

“Welcome to the hold-lord’s service,” said Maerrick. “To me you are pledged, until your duties are fulfilled.”

Simeon knelt down.

Maerrick drew his own sword and placed the flat of the blade on Simeon’s shoulder.

“I pronounce you a page of the House of Atheling.”

~
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SIMEON HAD LITTLE TIME to enjoy his new status as page. One meal of roast boar, a small helping of wine, and the next day he had been shipped off with Maerrick’s uncle, the bannerman of the House of Atheling, a man very gruff yet very skilled with the battleaxe. His name, Simeon soon learned – though not from the man himself, but from the other young pages – was Ethain.

Simeon in his early childhood had known little of the world outside his front door. His father Kal had kept him indoors whenever it was possible, and only let him emerge from his seclusion when he was working the small farming plot outside the home. But he and his sister had rebelled against their father’s increasing efforts to keep them secluded from the world. Simeon had half-convinced his father, half just acted and apologized, to gain employment at the Winter Ridge smithy. He had stowed up money, and eventually stored enough to purchase a sword.

He had purchased a sword – and here he was.

His sister had escaped his father earlier. She had been a beautiful young woman. She had caught the eye of a merchant visiting Winter Ridge from the city of Galiope. Then, one night, she had disappeared and left a note for her father and her brother. Simeon’s father Kal had been beside himself and furious.

She had slipped off. Simeon had told Kal where he was going. But here he was, Simeon, a boy of fourteen, by some standards a young man rather than a child, amid the grandeur of the Vale of Ahorne, with the glistening snowy peak of the Matinberg in the distance. It was a cool autumn day, and the harsh mountain winters here, high up, in the Dragonteeth, were an ever present threat.

When the snows fell, there would be little to do save keep watch over Aerie Hold and react to threats as they appeared. The thought Simeon could not slay Gourka Flesh-Ripper this year – nay, tonight – was like a knife in the heart.

Simeon grasped the hilt of Sterling Silver as a ring of mountains appeared in the distance. He knew they were approaching rokahn territory. The vile creatures were dangerous, but the people of the Vale of Ahorne had survived for a thousand years. It was common belief that they would survive a thousand more. The Vale-men would battle the rokahn, and so hold back the influence of the Dark One. Perhaps the final conflict, the battle between the Dark One’s Hand and the Prince of the Dawn, would never come – if the brave men of the Vale of Ahorne culled the rokahn’s numbers forever.

A cold wind blew from the high peaks. Simeon looked about as he galloped forth, at the bannerman Ethain riding at the front, at the force of pages and a minor force of men-at-arms, numbering some seven hundred, heading into danger.

Ethain was notoriously gruff and silent, and if the more senior pages did not know what they were doing, then Simeon certainly did not. Simeon was a commoner who had lived in one of the Vale of Ahorne’s lesser towns, but where a silver tongue would do—which he did not have much of, at least not now—perhaps silence would allow him to navigate the world of politics. He would not bother Ethain by asking him questions, even why they rode to danger, in view of the ominous peaks. Sterling Silver was at the ready, and his horse, provided at no cost by Maerrick the hold-lord, was a fine Vale of Ahorne breed.

Simeon had only ever seen rokahn from a distance, and he had only heard their distant crude war horns. In his childhood, the hold-lord and the House of Atheling had protected the commoners of Winter Ridge well. But now it was his task to protect men like his father. Simeon considered it a great honor, and something he had wanted to do since his earliest days, when he played knight with wooden swords alongside the neighborhood children.

As the mountains drew nearer, Simeon noticed withered bramble bushes and scattered rocks. He also noticed, in the distance, a winding dirt road crossing over hills. Simeon thought, if there were no rokahn here, it would have an eerie beauty, like the calm before a summer thunderstorm. The long shadows of the day were stretching over the hills, and as the ground steadily ascended toward the peaks, the air had the cold bite of the coming winter.

A horn blasted – Simeon looked back, and saw a rider blowing a trumpet. The riders drew their swords, and Simeon drew Sterling Silver a moment later. The road in the distance wound a bit more, and then the riders crossed it. They pulled above a high hill and then made a bracing descent. In view of the now nearby mountains, there were the ruins of fortifications – a wooden palisade wall that was now partially burned and destroyed, and the smoking remnants of a village.
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