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Prologue




Can you see the vastness of eternity? The events that occur, will they be remembered? Will the world remember the heroes who fought and died for those weaker than themselves? Many hope and pray, but only time will remember those who have fallen for the sake of justice and freedom. 

It is the reign of King Maximus, a once beloved ruler of Drasall in the land of Eswium. Loved and cherished by all, the King possesses the gift of Dream Seers, those that can foresee the future within the sleeping world. He used his gift to protect his people from enemies and disasters. 

However, one disaster he did not foresee was a devastating famine that spread across the land, like fungus spreading its tendrils to swallow life and nutrients from every living being. Fruit that was once succulent and abundant became rotten and inedible. 

Those who could no longer sustain any healthy crops of their own began to consume one another. Turning them into wretched beings that are no longer human, and their hunger never sated. 

Many fled while they could to lands that had yet to suffer the same fate. King Maximus tried time and time again to alleviate this famine that cursed his homeland and house.

In the process, he began losing his own mind while journeying through the dreams of possible futures. 

The tendrils of death that spread across his lands, seized the King’s exhausted mind. Over time the once loved King turned cold and dark, no longer the man his people once knew him to be.

During the King’s spiraling inner turmoil, Queen Aleiah gave birth to a healthy baby girl named Rinrae. Aleiah was both scared and alone in labor. Her loving husband who would dote on her and give affection to their unborn child, no longer gazed upon her with those loving eyes. She’d grown fearful of his presence, but could do nothing, for she'd been locked away behind stone walls. Cut off from the world around her. Her people needed her, but she could do nothing while under the Mad King’s ever-growing insanity and wrath.

Death clings to the air, putrid and sick. The North that had once flourished, being the wealthiest of all countries, had been reduced to savagery and cannibalism. 

Little did they know that the heart of this catastrophe lay safe behind stone walls and seeking refuge in the shining castle.










  
  
Chapter One




Princess Rinrae frolics and explores in the decaying castle garden with Queen Aleiah close behind her. The castle garden was once known to be the most beautiful in the kingdom. A symbol of the neighboring countries. Flowers from each country gathered in one place to show the union and prosperity of Eswium. Now the once fragrant flowers have withered from lack of care. 

“Rinrae, be careful!” Her mother hollers, rushing over to grab her reckless, almost-five-year-old daughter. “What are you doing? Don’t climb up that tree, you’re going to hurt yourself!” 

The Queen has flowing brown hair and cool green eyes. Her lips are soft and full. Queen Aleiah wears a magnificent court dress of gold and maroon. A golden diadem, one embedded with emeralds and rubies, nearly falls off her head while trying to snatch her daughter’s arm.

“Don’t worry Mama!” Rinrae scurries up the tree out of her mother’s reach.

“Get down.” Queen Aleiah adjusts her diadem on her brow, then stares back up at her daughter. “You’re going to give me a heart attack.”

Ignoring her mother’s commands, Rinrae continues up the tree until she reaches the very top. Her heart skips as she hears the branches of the tree creak from the weight. She desperately tries to peek beyond the decaying castle walls, only for them to still be too high. Disheartened, she climbs back down the tree.

Not one day in her young life has she laid eyes on the world beyond the castle walls. Sitting on a solid tree branch, she asks, “Why can't I go outside the castle?”

Gazing upon her heartbroken daughter, Queen Aleiah reaches up to assist Rinrae out of the tree. Settling her daughter on her hip, she holds her close and explains, “It…has become a dangerous place for us, though it was once very beautiful. I hope that one day soon, we can see our kingdom flourish again.”  

[image: ]



King Maximus stands overhead on the terrace of the castle garden, scrutinizing his wife and daughter with malicious eyes. Donned in garments of black and silver with dark brown eyes, his once ebony hair has long since turned snow white beneath an iron crown of branches resting upon his brow. Maximus grins a wicked smile worthy of a serpent ready to strike. His loving demeanor has diminished to wickedness.

He stares at the small child. ‘I don’t understand why humans want such creatures.’ Maximus curves his lips to smile at the wretched thing. ‘Nothing but sniveling leeches.’

His daughter peers at him and shrinks away. She holds onto her mother tighter. He smiles as he turns and walks away.

Still clinging to her mother, she mumbles, “Father frightens me. He stares at me as if he wants to eat me.”

Aleiah turns around to look above, but there’s no one there. She knows how much her beloved Maximus has changed. He’s not the man she remembers marrying. He always had gentle eyes toward her, but no longer.

All the love he once had for her is now gone. Nothing more than a memory of long ago. A glimmer of hope lies in her heart that he still loves and cherishes her as much as she does for him. Once upon a time they were inseparable, but now nothing more than strangers.

“Your father’s very ill, give him time,” she lies as she ventures back inside the castle with her exhausted daughter in her arms. “He will come around.”

A snowflake flutters onto the tiny princess’s cheek. Rinrae holds out her tiny hand and watches as another lands on her palm, only to melt seconds later.

[image: ]

King Maximus sits on a cast iron throne of branches. At one time, the throne room was once considered to be carved by Gods. The walls and pillars surrounding it are carved from white marble. Statues line the hall to the throne, displaying the Kings and Queens of Old. However, the atmosphere of the once-beautiful castle now carries a sense of abandonment and neglect. Signs of leaking from the roof stain the marble flooring and dust floats in the air, making it difficult to breathe. The statues of ancient rulers are tarnished with dirt and grime. The once revered statues are no longer revered. Being cut off from the outside world has made the castle a dreary place. No grand parties have been held in what seems like a lifetime. 

Barely a handful of the Queen’s servants remain. She did not deny any of her loyal servant’s wishes to flee their homeland. Those who had no one else to go to gratefully stayed, yet the neglect of shining stones is shown because of lack of manpower. 

“Robert, my friend, please come forward,” Maximus urges the man forward.

“Yes, Your Majesty.” He steps closer to the throne.

The tall brown haired, bearded man, clad in silver armor steps forward and kneels before his king. Maximus motions the knight to rise.

“Any news about any of the Ordean forces? Have they fallen?”

“No, Your Majesty.” The knight bows his head for he does not wish for his wicked King to see the falter in his eyes. “We pushed our armies into the outer borders of Ordea as ordered. However, the renegade forces held us back. Prince Stefan is a strong adversary, but it’s only a matter of time before they bend the knee to you.”

Robert remembers the faces of the men who were brave enough to stand up and fight for themselves and their families. Though they were quickly executed. Witnessing those men being slaughtered in front of him tears away at his soul. They were merely only trying to survive under the Mad King’s rule. 

The Mad King sits safe in his castle, ignoring the needs of his people, and it makes his blood boil. Robert had become a knight to defend those who could not defend themselves, but alas, he has been forced to end those who try to defend themselves to keep the Mad King in power. He has violated his oath to protect and serve.

He glances over to a table beside the throne with a worn ancient tome resting upon it. Unusual for the King to read these days, I wonder what he could be reading, Robert thinks to himself. A heavy pit grows in his stomach as he glances at the ancient book. An ominous aura permeates from the leather bound tome. His skin crawls and his stomach drops as he stares at it. His ears ring uncontrollably. His thoughts are interrupted as the King rises from his throne.

“Soon, I will have total control of all the lands, and all will kneel to King Maximus, High King of Eswium.” He steps toward Robert. “And who better to rule over this land with you at my side. For once we have total control of Eswuim and its surrounding lands, you shall serve as my hand.”

“Of course, Your Majesty, it would be a great honor.” He musters the best smile he can.

“I’m going to retire for the evening,” King Maximus proclaims. “You may have the rest of the evening off.” 

“Thank you, Your Majesty. I shall take my leave.” Robert spins on his heel to exit the throne room.

‘The only reason I stay in this god forsaken castle is to protect my Queen and Princess. For they are the only hope this kingdom has now,’ he thinks.

He marches out to the sound of the heavy doors closing behind him.  








  
  
Chapter Two




It has been too many years since the last time the rulers of all the surrounding kingdoms would come and celebrate the harvest festival. There was singing and dancing with food and drink alongside good company. All would come to exchange goods from their lands, promoting wealth and harmony. Some of his fondest memories came from the annual festivals. Alas, after the calamity came, the kingdoms grew to be strangers and bitter allies. 

‘This place used to be so full of life.’ He sighs. 

As he makes his way closer to his chambers, Robert begins to strip himself free of his armor.

Taking off his pauldron, he uses his free hand to open the door. To his surprise, Queen Aleiah sits on the edge of his bed patiently waiting. He enters his room and closes the door behind him, barring it shut. 

“You shouldn’t be here.” He tosses the pauldron onto a red velvet cushioned chair in the corner, then begins stripping off the other. “Why have you come?” He smooths back his ruffled hair.

He tosses it next to its twin as his Queen rises off the bed. 

“I needed to speak with you,” she says. She wears a white silk gown with gold and silver embroidery. Her hair is swept back in a loose braid. “I fear that Maximus knows about us.” 

“We’re safe for the moment. He suspects nothing." He rests his massive hands on her shoulders to reassure her that she is safe.

He slips out of the rest of his armor. Taking off his tunic, Robert discards it on the bed, revealing scars across his muscled body, gained from many battles fought. “Besides, he has no reason to suspect foul play in your presence. After all, I am your champion.” He slowly gazes up at her frame.

He gently takes the Queen’s hand and kisses it. However, Robert feels that there is something else that is amiss. Her soft delicate hands are clammy from sweat.

Sitting her onto the bed, he asks, “Why have you really come?”

“Rinrae told me today that Maximus looked at her as if he wanted to eat her. I fear that Maximus may turn on her in frustration if he were to find out about us.” Queen Aleiah hesitates with her next words, only to implore him quietly, “You are my champion, so will you be her champion as well?” She finds herself shaking at the thought of Maximus laying a hand on her.

She stares deep into his eyes, pleading for an immediate answer.

“You never needed to ask,” he says as he pulls her close. “I will protect both of you with my life.”

When he holds her in his arms, the Queen and her devoted knight’s world seems to disappear around them. If only for a short time. He has always made her feel safe, unlike the King. 

“I love you, Robert. I’m glad you stayed by my side even though I was to be married to another.”

“I’ve cared about you for a long time. I couldn’t imagine my life without you in it by my side.” Touching her soft hair, he whispers to his Queen, “I’ll always be here for you.”
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In his royal bedchamber, the King rests against the headboard, waiting for his Queen to return and lay with him.

High pitched ringing penetrates his brain, which the Mad King quickly silences the horrendous noise. “Enough!”

“Do not attempt to resist me, weakling King. Try as you may, but I have grown stronger, and you have grown weaker. With each passing day a little slice of you is torn away piece by piece. Soon this land will have the wretched King it deserves. One who will lead this world into chaos!” 

“Why are you doing this?” The Kind king’s voice pushes through, “What have I done to warrant this? I demand an answer!” 

“Because you are a weak human who plays with powers you don’t fully comprehend. I merely seized the opportunity.” The Mad King’s lips twist into a crooked grin. 

His madness is vacated momentarily by the sound of the chamber door creaking open. Aleiah quietly slips inside and closes the door behind her. She unravels her braid and lets her curls drop over her shoulders.

“I’m sorry I took so long coming to bed,” she whispers while gracefully crawling underneath the bed covers. “Rinrae kept wanting me to read her more stories.” 

Leaning over, she gives her husband a deep kiss good night. 
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King Maximus steps through a warped world of dreams, seeing the old and new. Peering down at his feet, he stands on the ocean surrounding his castle.

Taking a step forward, he suddenly appears in his daughter’s room. He gently places his hand on her cheek, entering her dream world and seeing everything through her eyes. 

Maximus found a recent dream that intrigues him. The King finds himself standing on the edge of a woodland path that an older version of Rinrae is on, fleeing from a massive black wyvern. Maximus stares at the moment, for he’s watching a sample of her future. 

Yet there is another event that will come to pass: the Mad King catches the glimpses of a flickering light down the path that his daughter has been running from. Jumping off the ledge of dirt, he turns to walk toward it. The light glows brighter the closer he approaches, its intensity blinding him as he shields his eyes. When the flash finally dims, his heart stops beating. 

He gapes at Rinrae, clad in scaled silver armor drenched in blood. A man lies dead on the floor. It was no knight or peasant…but the Mad King himself, with his daughter’s elegant sword stabbed through his chest. The man lies dead in front of a marble statue of a woman, one who seemed oddly familiar and had not seen worship in many years.

King Maximus forces himself up out of a deep slumber. His face is drenched in sweat and his heart thundering inside his unmarked chest. The sense of fear and anguish rises as he glances at the room around him. Unable to shake the image from his mind, he buries his face in his hands.

He becomes livid that he felt a slight twinge of fear. He is a cruel, terrifying King and yet that dream—the fact that a young girl—could possibly be the end of his reign. 

“I will never let that happen!” he tries to reassure himself.

The idea that this worthless child frightened him makes the Mad King furious beyond recount. He will have to do something before that prophecy becomes a reality.








  
  
Chapter Three




Waking to the sound of crows screeching and cawing once delighted King Maximus, but this morning it is only a reminder of his impending doom. The image of Rinrae’s sword thrusting through his heart had been seared in his retinas. Not only was the sight of his death aggravating enough, but it was the horrifying fact of how beautiful she appeared covered in his own blood. She resembled an angel of death sent down from the heavens to do the work of the Gods. 

The only way to stop this event from occurring would be to kill her. How though? Poison? Assassination?

A malicious idea comes to him: attacking her mind. Casting illusions in her defenseless head to make her believe that she is awake and truly experiencing pain. Creating such damage in the dream world would cause significant damage to her in the waking world. 
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Exiting his chambers, Maximus makes his way to the castle’s outdoor garden where Rinrae often plays with Aleiah. He arrives to find Rinrae alone on the tree swing. A perfect opportunity, or so he thought, as the Mad King watches Robert approach the little princess. Frustrated and furious, he returns inside the castle.

“Hello, Princess.” Robert walks closer. He wears a black tunic with silver trimming and knee-high boots over his black pants, sporting a leather pauldron.

“Robert!” Rinrae leaps off the swing and barrels into his arms. 

Robert, not being able to resist the sweet little child, holds her tight. “What are you doing out here in the cold?” He hoists her onto his hip.

“It was stuffy in my room, and I wanted to play,” she says, removing pieces of hair from her face.

The two walk further into the garden.

The palace grows deathly quiet in winter. The only sound that can be heard is the crunching of snow beneath Robert’s boots and the waves of the ocean beating against the cliffs.

Gazing down at Rinrae, he wonders what it would be like if Rinrae were his child and Aleiah was his wife. How happy they would be. They could’ve lived off the land, not needing servants. Living in a cottage deep in the woods away from prying eyes. That’s the life he would have liked to live, not captain of the guard to a tyrannical king. Fate has not been kind as of late though.

“Look, Robert!” Princess Rinrae’s squeals as she points over his shoulder.

Robert turns to see a single red rose that’s struggling against the forces of nature. The rose is a beautiful, bright blood red. The color red is brightened by the pure white snow.

“It’s lovely,” he says, walking closer.

“Does this mean that the land is starting to feel better now?” She gently caresses the flower’s petals. “It’s so soft.”

“Would you like me to pick it for you?”

“No,” she shakes her head. “It adds color to this place. I want it to be here so others can look at it as a sign that the land is feeling better.” She stares contemplatively at the flower. “I’ll never get to see the outside of these walls.” She lowers her head in disappointment.

He rests his head on hers.

“You will, someday.”  

Robert turns to the sound of snow crunching under someone’s boots. A soldier in black armor steadfastly approaches. Coming to a stop, he says, “Sir Robert, King Maximus requests your presence in the Royal Hall.”

Setting Princess Rinrae down, he responds, “Yes, of course. Thank you Kayvan, I will be there shortly.” 

Kayvan bows and takes his leave. Robert turns to Her Highness.

“I have to go now, Princess. I’m sorry I can’t get to spend time with you as much as I wanted.” He gently brushes her hair to the side.

“Maybe we can play later?” She looks at him with adoring eyes. “Please?”

“I’ll see what I can do.” He pets her hair and walks away.
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Robert enters the Royal Hall and sees King Maximus staring at a massive tapestry of the country of Eswium and its surrounding borders. Old and tattered from years of neglect. A masterpiece created when the first King of Drasall had been established. The colors of red, gold, and silver slowly faded. The second largest Kingdom of Eswium that rivals Drasall is their enemy, Ordea. Luekaul, the land of murders and thieves. The Veil, home to all magical creatures such as fairies, elves and much more. A land that he has been banished from, but that will change soon enough.

Advancing forward, he calls out, “You summoned me, Your Majesty?”

“I wanted to thank you for looking after the princess in my absence,” King Maximus states, turning his head toward Sir Robert’s voice. 

“It truly has been no trouble at all, Your Majesty. In a way, I’m sort of an uncle to her due to our history. After all, we grew up together. You, me, and Queen Aleiah.”

“Yes, it has been many years since we met, hasn't it?” The King asks, muttering with a Cheshire cat smile. “But please, Robert, you can still call me by my name.”

“Yes, in the old days, but you are King now. Much higher than a knight.” He bows his head. “It is the lower class's obligation to recognize their betters.” 

“I admire your loyalty, Robert, but when we are alone you may call me Maximus.”

“Thank you.” Robert bows his head. “It is not my place to ask anything of you, but may I?”

“What is it?” King Maximus is taken aback by his request.

“Princess Rinrae is a good child, I’m sure she’s awfully lonely playing by herself. She doesn't have any friends. Would it be possible to find a child her age to have as a playmate?”

The King beams. “Believe it or not but I was thinking the same thing not too long ago when I saw you playing with her before,” he says. Tucking his arms behind his back, he walks closer to Robert. “It would be good for her to socialize with a child her age.” He leers at Robert mockingly.

Maximus places his hand on his shoulder, and Sir Robert suddenly becomes lightheaded. He catches himself from falling. 

“What’s wrong? Are you alright?”  Robert feels genuine concern in the Mad King’s voice.

Gathering himself back together, Robert lies, “Yeah, I must be working too hard.”

“You go and take the rest of the day off. I'll leave it to you to find a playmate for Princess Rinrae once you’ve regained your strength.”

“Thank you.” Robert bows his head and then winks. “I’ll see you later, Maximus.”

“Now was that so hard?” King Maximus slaps him on the back.

Being free and out of sight, Robert hastens to his quarters to process what he has just witnessed in the mind of the King, far away from prying eyes or ears.

Arriving there, he enters and quickly bars the door shut. Breathing heavy, he walks to his bed and sits on the soft mattress. 

Cupping his head in his hands, he replays the images he witnessed when King Maximus touched his shoulder. He witnessed the memory of him and Princess Rinrae talking in the castle garden and then a young woman he instinctively knew resembled Rinrae stabbing the Mad King in the heart. Leaping back to a young Rinrae in bed writhing in agony as her father stood there watching, witnessing the pain he would soon inflict on her, standing there with his wicked smile until she stopped moving. 

Robert knows of the powers that the King possesses. He was there twenty years ago when he first attained his gift. He practically went mad from the effects, if only for what seemed like a short while. When he learned to control it, he did many things; saw into the future, gave others pleasant dreams when they slept. He even learned to kill.

Now, Robert truly knows his intentions. He plans to murder his own daughter while she sleeps. 

Opening the door, he peers at the sky through the high windows. It’s still early. He has at least half a day yet before the princess would be put down to sleep for the night. He desperately wants to tell his love, but he does not want to compromise Princess Rinrae’s safety.

He knows exactly what he needs to do, but that would mean having to leave the castle.

Casually leaving his chambers in warmer garments, he cautiously flees to the stables.

Reaching the stables, Robert thinks he has made it unseen, but a soldier calls out, “Sir Robert! Where are you going?”  as he runs over to him.

Quickly coming up with an excuse, Robert retorts, “I received a messenger pigeon. My men in the eastern region of the kingdom say that there is a riot going on and they requested my help. Would you be so kind as to open the gate for me while I ready my horse? It won’t take me long.”

“Of course. Should I tell His Majesty?”

“No.” He’s quick to silence his fellow soldier. “His Majesty already has enough on his mind. This is something minor.” 

“If you say so.” The soldier then shouts to the others above to open the gates.

Robert hurries to saddle his horse. Hearing the gates part open, he quickly mounts and rides out from the stables.

He rides hard for what feels like an eternity, passing through the nearby village to make sure he’s out of sight.
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Far away from prying eyes, he turns onto an old beaten-up path that is rarely used. No one dares to enter the Abandoned Forest.

Robert rides at a mild pace until he comes across a stream that still has fresh clean water. Dismounting his horse, he leads his steed closer to the river so it can have a cool refreshing drink. When it has its fill of water, he ties the reins tightly on a thick branch.

Jumping across the stones to cross the river, he continues hiking through the dark woods. The surrounding forest around him dampens his spirits. This forest that was once so full of life is nothing but a graveyard of trees and carcasses. Putrid scents of rotting animals are enough to keep the strongest of men away. Robert pulls a rag from his belt and covers his face to block the putrid stench.

He keeps trudging through the thick brush until he comes across an old, tattered cottage. Stepping on the cobblestone path, he can smell food cooking.

Politely knocking on the door, he calls out, “Hello? Victor? Are you in there?” Pressing his ear against the door, he can hear the sounds of clattering cooking utensils, and footsteps coming toward him.

The door is opened by a friendly-looking old man with short white hair, and a long white beard, along with a larger-than-average nose. 

“Robert?” He chimes with a thick Ordean accent. “Goodness, what are you doing here?” Drying his hands on his tattered tunic, he steps aside. “Come on out of the cold.” 

“Thank you.” Robert gladly accepts his invitation.

Closing the door, the old man asks, “What can I do for you, my boy?” He urges him into the kitchen and to sit at the table. “Surely this is not a personal visit.”

“No, I’m afraid not.” Robert takes a seat. The warmth of the chair warms his chilled bones. “Tell me, do you still practice magic?”

“No. I gave up trying to heal the forest after this dreaded curse was placed on it.” The old man turns to the counter and grabs a loaf of fresh baked bread and a knife sticking from the counter.

Looking like a barmaid had smacked him on the head with a tankard he asks, “What do you mean?”

“This is not a famine that we are suffering from. The death that surrounds us is the result of a dark curse laid by your old friend King Maximus.” The old man sits down at the table and sets the bread down, slicing off two pieces. “To be more accurate, the dark entity that has possessed the King placed the curse on this land.” He offers Robert a slice. He goes back to retrieve two horn mugs of water to wash down the bread.

Robert sits there in his chair, stunned and in awe. A dark entity taking over Maximus’s body would explain the sudden change of behavior. A complete opposite of what he once was. He cups his face in his hands. The King has been possessed by a demon and he was completely blind. He had thought he was slowly plummeting into madness, but that wasn’t the case.

Taking a bite out of his bread the old man mutters. “He’s not the King he used to be. A darkness has taken over him. Though, when he was still in his right mind, the evil entity somehow cast a spell of death onto the land. Perhaps, it was during one of his dream walks that this dark entity took control. Taking over his body while he slept and then slowly worked its dark magic until he gained full control.” 

Scratching his chin whilst pondering, the old man asks, “Why did you ask if I still used magic?”

“Because I think, no, I know that the King intends to kill his own daughter through her dreams.”

“Why do you say that? She is no threat to him.” He dabs dribbled water from his chin with his beard.

“Not yet anyway.”

Leaning closer, the old man demands, “Tell me.”  

Carefully chewing on his piece of bread, he answers, “I don’t think the King knows that I saw his thoughts.” He looks the old man in the eyes.

The old man doesn’t say anything.

“I was speaking to the King earlier to see if we could find a playmate for Princess Rinrae. When we came to an agreement, he placed his hand on my shoulder and his thoughts and images flooded into my mind like I was struck by lightning.” He watches the man cutting away at the loaf of bread.

“What did you see? Be very specific.” He takes a drink from his horn mug.

Taking a drink himself, Robert continues, telling the old man what he witnessed. A time in the far future that has yet to pass. Fear grips Robert’s throat as he recounts the scene of Rinrae covered in the Mad King’s blood. 

The old man’s eyes grow wide. “That, my boy, is what you call a prophecy and that’s nothing to throw a shoe at. She may be the very last hope we have of surviving these accursed lands. That is a threat to the King and his reign.” He takes another drink.

Finishing his slice of bread, Robert then swallows it down with the rest of his goblet of water. “He intends to kill her through dreams.” 

Cutting a new slice for him, the old man sighs. “That would be the way to do it if you have the ability. No signs of poisoning or a struggle. You see, causing enough damage to the mind in the dream world can carry with you the real world.” He hands Robert the slice of bread. “How does this involve me?”

“I was wondering if you could make an amulet that could protect her while she sleeps?”

Victor sits in silence for a long time. He says, “I believe I have some gemstones still around to conjure with. How much time would I have to make it?”

Robert lowers his voice, “I was hoping you could make it right away. I don’t know when he plans to strike.”

Downhearted by all that he’s heard, the old man asks, “Does your lover know about this?”

“No, I didn’t want to compromise her safety until the problem’s taken care of so she wouldn’t panic.”

“You truly care for the little lassies, don’t you?”

“Yes, but they are not safe there anymore. We would have to flee the castle in order to be safe.”

“Do you have a place in mind?”

“No.” Robert smooths his hair in frustration.

“Well, you three are most certainly welcome to come stay with me.”

“No, we couldn’t.”

“Listen to me, laddie. I owe you for saving my life those three years ago when I came up here from Ordea and was attacked by marauders. Hell, it would be nice to have some company around here.”

“But I couldn’t risk your life being in danger.”

“Aye, fuck that. If there’s any chance of restoring the land and knocking the King off his throne, I’m in.”

Robert knows better than to argue with an old man who has made up his mind. “Thank you, Victor.”








  
  
Chapter Four




King Maximus sits alone in his throne room. He’s relaxed on his throne as he pages through the ancient book that was beside him. He sits sideways on his throne with a leg resting on the arm of the chair. His ears start to ring again. 

The dark entity ignores the ringing as he pages through the dark tome. “I must commend you on your stubbornness. Most humans are weaker than most demons.”

“Get out of my body!” the good side of the king commands, hollering at the top of his lungs.

The benevolent side of Maximus has witnessed the atrocities this demon has done to his people. Executing innocents, many of whom he knew from his childhood. Forced to watch the horrible actions done to children by his own hand, no mercy. Forcing his honorable knights to rip children from their mothers arms and executing their fathers in front of them.

Worst of all he could feel the joy of watching the light go out from his victims eyes. He could feel his heart pounding in excitement even though he wasn’t the one in control.

Attempting to sound more terrifying than what he is threatening the dark entity, he says, “Touch my wife or daughter and I will kill you!”

The entity chides, “Hard to do without a body.” He stops paging through the book. He has found what he is looking for.

A tattered page of a spell and ritual in a dead language from long ago and long forgotten. Darkened blood stains on the parchment threaten to crumble away as he gently caresses the corner delicately. “It won’t be long now. Soon you will fade into the abyss and I will rule with an iron grip. Nothing will stand in my way once you are gone.”

Maximus screams at the demon, but there’s no sound. He has been silenced. Tears run down his cheeks as he is pushed back into the darkness. Weak and unable to protect his loved ones. He can only be forced to watch.








  
  
Chapter Five




Robert makes his way back to the castle before sunset. 

Marching to the castle garden, he hopes that the Queen and Princess are there. They always play at this time of night, so the princess is worn out in time for bed.

He spots Princess Rinrae on her swing hanging from the old apple tree. She quietly sits, listening to her mother sing a lullaby. Robert too loved the sound of the Queen’s calming and soothing voice. The voice of an angel. 

He patiently waits for her to finish. Princess Rinrae wipes her eyes and yawns as Robert glances at his surroundings. He then strolls over to them.

Queen Aleiah lifts her sleepy daughter up and out of the swing. Setting her tiny girl on her hip, she notices Robert stepping toward them. “Hello, Sir Robert. What do we owe the pleasure of your company?” She manages to hide her sheer joy of seeing him.

“I have something for the little princess.” He pulls out an object from the pouch hanging on his belt.

Eagerly waiting for her surprise, Rinrae curiously asks, “What is it?”

“Close your eyes.” He waits for her to do so, then places it in her tiny hands. “Okay, open them.”

Her eyes open wide. “It’s so pretty.” She squeals in excitement at her gift.

The object she received is a pendant. A stone made of amethyst infused with gold. The young princess is so excited that her mother can barely hold onto her squirming child. Queen Aleiah sets her down. As soon as she feels the ground beneath her feet, Rinrae jumps up to give Robert a hug.

“I’m glad you like it.” He says while holding her tighter, then offers his hand. “Want me to put it on for you?” Eagerly nodding her head, she returns her present to the knight. 

Robert gently places the pendant around her neck. The princess stares at her present with admiration. Finally, he can breathe easily. She will be safe for the time being, but he knows he still needs to get her out of the castle.

“This will protect you from bad dreams. Your mother told me you’ve been having a lot of them lately. So, you should wear it all the time and never take it off in case you accidentally fall asleep during the day.”

Thrilled with her present, she sticks out her pinky finger. “I promise, pinky swear.”

Chuckling, he wraps his pinky finger around her tiny finger. “It’s a promise.”

“That was very sweet of you.” The Queen can’t help but smile at the joy of her little girl. “Okay little girl, it’s time to go to bed.” She urges her daughter back to the castle.

Robert carefully clasps the Queen’s hand. Leaning closer to her he whispers, “I need to discuss something important. Find me when you can.”

Nodding, she catches up with her daughter. She feels it in her gut that something is terribly wrong, and he has all the answers.  

[image: ]



The Queen immediately puts Rinrae to bed. Wandering around the castle, she spots Sir Robert on the terrace overlooking the castle garden. Walking with the grace of a Queen, she approaches him to make sure no one suspects any foul doings. He pulls her aside where the guards can’t see them. Robert searches around for spying servants. 

“What did you want to see me for?” she whispers.

“What I’m about to tell you, you must not repeat to anyone else. You must not panic or show signs of distress. You must promise me.”

“I promise.” She takes his bearded face in her hands. “Now, please tell me what this is all about. You’re scaring me."

Taking the Queen’s hands into his, he holds them tightly. “Rinrae is in terrible danger,” he confesses, then waits for a response. She says nothing. “I’ve accidentally seen what the King is going to do to her.”

“He would never hurt her,” Her voice quivers.

“You know as I do that he is not the Maximus that we once knew. I’ve seen a vision of the future through his eyes. A future that involves Rinrae slaying him. He plans to kill her through her dreams. I’ve already taken care of it.”

“How?” Her voice is shaking at the thought of her daughter experiencing pain.

“That necklace that I gave her will protect her for now, but it’s only a matter of time before the King catches on.”

Queen Aleiah inquires, “Where did you acquire that pendant?”

Sighing, he answers, “I’m sorry I never told you, but he likes his privacy. I have an old friend I saved three years ago who used to practice magic.”

“Can we trust him?” Her body shakes as she tries to grasp what she has been told. She feels her heart pound with anxiety and fear.

“Yes. He’s offered to even take the three of us in to hide from Maximus.”

“Hide?” She almost screeches, but catches herself.

“It’s the only way to protect Rinrae. And us. Imagine the wrath he would inflict upon us if he knew that we are together behind his back.”

Calming down, she nods her head, tightening her hands in his. “What must I do?” Aleiah asks.

“We must leave tonight. Wait for the King to fall asleep then come to Rinrae’s room. I’ll be waiting for you there.” He gently kisses her cheek and walks away. 

The Queen knows what to do. Now she must do her part of the plan.  

As she enters her royal bedchambers, Aleiah finds the King sitting against the headboard reading a book. Looking up, he says in a calm yet malevolent voice, “Aleiah, darling, I’ve been wanting to discuss something with you.”

The Queen’s heart leaps into her throat. She does not show any sign of distress. Stepping closer to the bed she asks, “What is it you wish to discuss?” 

Closing the book and placing it on the nightstand. “I’ve been wanting to talk about us.” He stands up and walks to Aleiah, whose heartbeat is so loud she thinks that Maximus can hear. The King cradles her neck with his pale hand. “I know I have become distant of late. I’ve been distressed and I didn’t want you to have to put up with my frustrations.”

She pretends to let out a sigh of relief. “I’ve been wanting to talk about us too. We are husband and wife. Are we not supposed to help each other in times of need?” She gazes into his eyes. 

Chuckling, he half-smiles. “Yes. I still care for you very much despite recent days and our daughter as well.” 

Pretending not to notice, she tries to put on a genuine persona. “I am so relieved to hear that.” She takes her King’s hands. “I’ve been wanting to ask you something, but I did not want to bother you about it.”

“What is it?”

Acting coyly, she responds. “Well, I was wondering if we could have another child, so Rinrae wouldn’t be so lonely.”

“I would love to have another one.” He leans in and nuzzles into her neck. Taking her up in his arms, he walks to the bed and carefully lays her down.

Getting on top of her, he kisses her neck again. The Queen plays along by accepting the King’s kisses, which send shivers down her spine. Not in a pleasurable way though. If anything, the attention makes her skin crawl.

Moving down her collarbone, her fear is thrown into his mind. The King sees her and Robert rolling around under Robert's bedroom covers. The feelings of true happiness she has when she is with him. To even tonight’s meeting. Gritting his teeth, he lunges off her.

He states in a dark, gravelly voice, “How dare you!” 

The Queen is suddenly thrown against the wall by an unseen force. She falls to the ground hard.

Aleiah feels every bone in her body suddenly crack. Struggling to get up onto her feet, she only doubles over in agony. Her ears ring so loudly, it’s knocking off her equilibrium. She wants to throw up. Try as she does, the only thing that she can faintly make out is the muffled sound of footsteps approaching her.

Maximus grabs her by the hair, causing the Queen to let out cries of utter pain.

“You wench! Who do you think you are?!” He slaps her across the face. “It would seem that we were playing with each other.” He throws her to the ground hard.

“It was your fault for being blind.” She turns to face her attacker.

She struggles to break free, only wincing from the sheer agony all over her limbs. Aleiah feels it in her heart that this is the end. Her heart falls in her chest.

"Robert will already be on his way out of here with our daughter.” She says with a bloody grin.

“Do not test my patience, woman.” Throwing her against the wall again, he simply holds his wife against the cobblestones. 

“Harm my daughter or my lover and you will incur the wrath of my father, Lord Aeneas Warden of Angara,” she says as she looks into the Mad King’s eyes and can see that he believes her every word. “He will come after you and he won’t stop until you are dead.”

He turns to his night table and picks up a curved dagger. “I will take my chances,” he lowers his voice to a whisper.

He stabs her deep in the heart, and Aleiah lets out a short, final cry.

“It’s such a shame,” he brushes his fingers against her bruised, bloodied cheek, “you were so lovely…”

He turns and walks out of the bedroom chambers, leaving her pinned to the wall by the dagger.

“Guards! Arrest Sir Robert!” He glances back at Aleiah for the last time and then departs.

A single tear falls from Her Majesty's eye and falls into the pool of blood below her. Her receding soul calls out, ‘Robert, run!’








  
  
Chapter Six




Robert sits quietly in the corner of Rinrae’s bedroom, waiting for his love. He put on his leather armor for a measure of safety, ready for battle if it comes. 

‘Aleiah has taken too long to get here.’ 

His heart suddenly grows heavy and his anxiety peaks. He senses something happened to her while trying to make her escape.

Rising out of his chair, he nudges Rinrae awake. Rubbing her eyes, she is startled by the dark moving figure, and nearly screams. 

Robert softly covers her mouth. “It’s okay, it’s only me.” Taking his hand away, he whispers, “You need to get up.” He grabs the satchel lying by the seat in the corner.

“Why? What’s going on?” She slumps out of bed.

“I don’t have time to explain right now sweetheart.” He rips clothes out of her wardrobe. Tossing the packed bag over his shoulders, he picks up Rinrae and steps out into the hall. Something doesn’t feel right.’ He keeps his guard up.

“Sir Robert!” a young man of twenty years dressed in a squire's tunic whispers loudly as he runs in their direction. “I don’t know why, but the King has ordered your arrest. You must leave quickly.” 

“Why does he want me arrested?” Robert plays dumb as the boy looks down the hall.

“I don’t know, but all I know is that the Queen is in custody. Please Sir Robert, me and others loyal to you have prepared your horse.” He checks the hall again.

“Lead the way.” Tying the satchel tightly to himself, Robert gently picks Rinrae up. He carries her in his arms while following closely behind the young man out of the room and down the corridor.

Swiftly making their way to the stables, Robert hears shouting. Turning around, he sees men charging. They suddenly fall dead in their tracks. He looks closer to see arrows protruding from their bodies. With a sigh of relief, he turns back around to see that two of the kingdom’s best archers are protecting them.

They stay in their positions until the young squire, Robert, and Princess Rinrae are in front of the group. When they are in the clear, the two archers follow behind.

More soldiers come charging from the mess hall. Three are shot down in an instant. Robert draws his sword. A man comes to his right. Robert parries, knocking the guard off balance. He stabs him in the leg. He notices the man who attacked him was Kayvan. A sudden knot grows in his stomach and he rips out the blade and asks for forgiveness. More soldiers loyal to Robert follow him as Rinrae screams in terror. He covers her eyes and continues forward. 

‘This wasn’t supposed to be this way. How did it all go so wrong?’ He holds onto Rinrae tighter, her face hiding in his neck she holds onto him for dear life.

A figure in the corner of his eye falls to the ground from the terrace. He glances over to see that one of the archers is preparing to release another arrow. He lets it go. Making its mark, nailing the guard in the throat.

They make their way to the stables without further incidents.

They are greeted by a young stable boy about the age of fifteen. “I have your horse ready for you.” He notices Rinrae on Sir Robert’s hip. Baffled, he asks, “Why do you have the princess with you?”

The men in his company had not even noticed that he had had her all this time. All his knights look to him for answers. 
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