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How do you tell your future father-in-law, who happens to be a king and who thinks you a glorious hero, that you are actually a respected member of the Villains League?... Well, perhaps “respected” isn’t the best choice of a word, considering my circumstances; I was in a bit of trouble with the league due to my recent adventures, but still. This was the dilemma I found myself facing. How should I tell him?

Cassandra, my otherwise happy bride, was very concerned about it as well. Her offered solution – to marry in secret and never see her family again – though selfless and generous, was not acceptable.

“Your father has treated me with nothing but kindness,” I told her, “which is a rarity. I will not repay him for it by making his daughter disappear forever.”

There was another solution she mentioned with understandable hesitation. I could return to her kingdom, Ulkaria, as the celebrated Lakeland Knight – the name her father knew me under – and officially ask for her hand. In that case, we both knew, King Osmund would be more than happy to give his consent. We both also knew that the threat of my real identity being revealed would always hang over our heads – not to mention that I hated the very thought of posing as the detestable knight yet again.

Those of you who have read my two previous books might be wondering why I didn’t ask the advice of Jarvi, my orange-haired attendant and friend with supernatural abilities, considerable knowledge and exasperating habits. He wondered the same thing.

“Perhaps I could be of help, Lord Arkus,” he offered. “Do you have reasons to not want my input?”

“I know what your input will be. Give up villainy, become the ridiculous knight. That’s what you’ve wanted all along.”

He snickered. “But you’re so good at it!”

I hadn’t thrown anything at him since our happy reunion, but that’s not to say I hadn’t been tempted.

“Jarvi, you are dangerously close to seeing this vase fly in your direction.”

“All right, all right, point taken. There’s no way you’re becoming the knight. But hear me out. From what I observe, you have come to the conclusion that there’s no other way except telling King Osmund the truth. Right?”

“Well... yes.”

“Good! I commend that, and I understand how difficult it will be. Would you like me to tell him?”

As much as I’d love to, I would have lost all respect for myself if I agreed.

“No. Thanks for the offer, Jarvi, but I don’t wish to be a coward.”

“Very well. Would you like me to be present during the conversation, then, and perhaps talk to him after you tell him?”

“You think he’ll be able to talk? You’re quite optimistic.”

Jarvi chuckled. “Yes, it might shock him speechless. If that happens, I’ll use my healing powers.”

And so I decided to take it head on. We packed, and I escorted Cassandra to Mellenburg, where her father thought she had been staying for the last several months. From there, we would travel separately to Traban, the capital city of Ulkaria: Jarvi and I would be returning from my recent quest, and Cassandra, whose participation in it we thought best to conceal, would transform back into Princess Litinia and come home with Madame Clementina, her lady-in-waiting.

As we parted, I took a long look at Cassandra – the warm light-brown eyes, the once again dark hair, much shorter than when we’d first met but quickly growing back, the pirate-style kerchief. I knew this could be the last time I saw her, and I guess my expression showed it.

“Why are you looking at me like this?” she asked, with a touch of alarm in her voice.

“Trying to memorize every little bit of my Cassandra. When we meet again, you will be Princess Litinia.”

“I will always be Cassandra for you.”

“In your heart, yes. But on the outside, you’ll have to keep the appearance of the princess, and if your father kicks me out of his land...”

“He’ll never do that!”

I wasn’t so sure.

“He will give his consent,” she continued. “Not right away, perhaps, but he will. And before you know it, Cassandra will be back.” She smiled. “I have to ask though... Don’t you like Princess Litinia at least a little?”

I wasn’t sure how to answer that. I felt like I hardly knew Litinia. “A little.”

Her smile faded. “I hope you’re just teasing. Because I like both Lord Arkus and the Lakeland Knight. I like you.”

I frowned. “I’m not him. I hope it’s not the stupid knight you’ve given your heart to.”

“I have given it to you,” she repeated, her gentle smile returning. “As to the knight, he is not stupid. And there’s more of him in you than you know. There, I’ve said it. Feel free to throw a vase at me.”

I did not throw a vase, or anything else; that was reserved for Jarvi. But I vowed to get rid of the Lakeland Knight this time, once and for all. The fellow had always been annoying; now he was becoming... a competitor? A competitor others adored and claimed was “the real me.” I wouldn’t give a penny for my sanity if this continued.

I arrived in Traban two months later. I found the city decorated in green and gold, which puzzled me – King Osmund’s royal colors were purple and blue, as far as I knew. The mystery was solved at the first tavern, where I learned that a prominent lord was visiting, with a name of the same colors, so to speak: Greengold. The purpose of his visit? Why, to marry the princess, of course!

If it wasn’t for Jarvi, I would have killed the drunken fellow who had announced it to me with the widest grin. The sparkling’s strong hand stayed me, then dragged me outside.

“Calm down, Lord Arkus, no need for bloodshed. It wouldn’t do to reveal your true identity this way. As to Greengold, he only plans to propose. And Princess Litinia won’t even look at him, so don’t worry.”

Mad as I was, somehow I managed to listen to his voice of reason. I took a deep breath and stopped trying to break free from his grip.

“Why, is he old and ugly?”

Jarvi gave me one of his you-know-better-than-this looks. “No. But she has accepted your proposal. She gave you her word. Do you think she was joking?”

“Well...” I felt a little ashamed. “You’re right, I shouldn’t doubt her. Let go of my arm, will you? People will think I’m under arrest.” 

He released me. I straightened the wrinkled sleeve, adjusted the cloak.

“I would still prefer to kill this Greengold though, just in case.”

Jarvi sighed but said nothing. Out of the corner of my eye I saw him shake his head.

I was not in the best mood as we approached the gates of the royal castle. Just like the last time, the guards recognized me, rushed to announce my arrival to the king, and within minutes King Osmund came running to personally greet me. 

“Sir Lakeland Knight! How wonderful! How timely!”

Timely? I wondered, but I was given no opportunity to find out what he meant. The usual commotion ensued: before I could blink, a crowd gathered around us; courtiers and servants bustled about, music blared. As they dragged me to the throne room, plans were already being made for a feast, a tournament, and a theatrical performance – all in my honor. My attempts to stop it or at least get the king’s full attention sunk in this crazy whirlpool.

In the throne room, the royal family waited with more courtiers – and with Lord Greengold. I singled him out right away: standing next to the princess, he was despicably handsome and detestably well-dressed. His was the only face not showing excited impatience, only polite curiosity: he hadn’t met the valiant Lakeland Knight, but obviously heard enough about him to be intrigued. Well. Jarvi could shake his head all he wanted, but this fellow shouldn’t be disregarded.

My eyes, of course, locked on Litinia. Yes, she was once again a princess, and every inch so. The dress, the posture, the diadem. But through this impeccable image, I saw my Cassandra looking at me. It both gave me comfort and sent a pang to my heart. Whom was I fooling? What else could King Osmund possibly do when he learned the truth but throw me out?...

I must have looked distracted, for the king stopped the barrage of questions, paused and asked in a genuinely caring tone whether Jarvi and I would prefer to rest after our journey. As much as he, his family, and his guest wanted to hear all about the quest, he said, the wellbeing of our dear Lakeland Knight was far more important. I seized the chance. Admitting that I would rather postpone celebrations, I requested a private audience with the king.

King Osmund’s already beaming face lit up even more when I said it. “Certainly, certainly!” he exclaimed, taking me by the elbow. “Come.”

He led me to his study. Jarvi followed, staying a step behind. A servant closed the door after us – and here it was, the moment I so dreaded.

King Osmund was looking at me, nearly bursting with excitement. He must have thought I had some great surprise for him. And I did; just a little too great.

“Well, my dear friend?” the king prompted.

I couldn’t get the words out. “I... don’t know where to start, Your Majesty. Please give me a moment.”

That should have warned him of the nature of my surprise, but he missed the warning entirely. His expression remained the same, happily expectant.

“Perhaps I can help you with that,” he said. “Tell me, does what you wish to say have anything to do with my daughter, by any chance?”

I wondered how he knew. Fatherly intuition?

“Well, yes.”

He nodded. “I will allow myself an even more personal question. Are you worried that I would refuse if you asked for her hand?”

Had someone already told him??

I looked the king straight in the eye. “Yes. That’s exactly what I am worried about.”

His face spread in a broad smile. “Then let me ease your mind: I couldn’t wish for a better husband for my Litinia! I’ve hoped for it ever since I first met you!”

Nope. Nobody told him.

“It never bothered me that you don’t have a title,” King Osmund passionately went on, “or that your knighthood is only a nickname. Never! You have earned them both, numerous times, as far as I’m concerned! So consider it settled. Oh, you’ve made me so happy!”

“Your Majesty,” I tried to interject, knowing full well that the higher he soared in this delusional happiness, the harder he’d fall when he finally heard the truth. But he wouldn’t listen.

“Not only that, you’re also rescuing me from a rather delicate situation,” the king said, lowering his voice. “You see, Lord Greengold is here to ask for Litinia’s hand. He is a fine man, from a distinguished family, but I know she will refuse him. And guess who would have to somehow explain the refusal to him and his kin? No matter how I word it, they’d be offended. It will be so much, so much easier to tell them that the princess is already engaged!” He grabbed my elbow again. “Come, I can’t wait to tell the queen!”

I dug my heels in. “Your Majesty – please, let me speak. I do wish to ask for your daughter’s hand, but before I do that, there’s something you should know.”

At last I got his attention. Letting go of my arm, King Osmund halted, his eyes searching my face. “Oh? You’ve piqued my interest. What can it possibly be?”

I held his gaze. “You have probably heard of Lord Arkus of Blackriver Castle.”

“Goodness, yes! Prince Kellemar claimed he’d defeated him, but it turned out that the villain is alive and well! Terrible man... He’s never been a direct threat to us, we’re fortunate that his lands are so far away, but still. It was most unsettling...” The king faltered. His eyes widened in alarm. “Oh no. You’re going to fight him, aren’t you? Is this your next quest?”

Ah, King Osmund... So blind in his unwavering trust in the heroic Lakeland Knight.

“No,” I said.

“No? Honestly? Whew!” The king smiled again, much relieved. “Knowing you, I thought you decided to challenge him, and there’s no talking you out of it. Well then. So what about Lord Arkus? Why did you bring him up?”

There was no breaking it down gently.

“You’re looking at him.”

Time seemed to stop. King Osmund stood like a statue, gaping at me. As color drained from his face, I realized the statue was about to fall.
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“Jarvi!” I called out, figuring the king probably wouldn’t want any assistance from me now. “Help!”

The sparkling was instantly at the king’s side with a chair. “Here, Your Majesty, please sit down.”

King Osmund obeyed like a child. “It... it can’t... shouldn’t... What kind of a... Impossible!” he muttered, his wide eyes fixed on me.

Well, at least he could still speak. Sort of.

“Would Your Majesty allow me to explain?” Jarvi offered.

The king could only nod. Jarvi gestured for me to leave, which I was more than happy to do.

I found a chair in the corridor and sat down. My mind was in a mess. I wanted to think that the hardest part was over, but something was telling me that would be a mistake.

I can’t tell how long I waited; it seemed like hours. At last the door cracked open, and Jarvi invited me back inside. I entered. The king was still sitting in the armchair. His face was no longer so white, but he looked ten years older. I was quite taken aback by that: I knew he would be upset, very likely mad, but I didn’t think he would take it so... personally. I did not see anger; I saw sorrow. Deep, personal grief.

“Lord Arkus,” the king began, averting his eyes as he said it. His unease at addressing me so was obvious. “I will not deny that your confession has... shocked me. It has turned my world upside down. If it wasn’t for Jarvi, I...” He paused, shook his head, and waved it off. 

I waited for his verdict. He wasn’t furious; that was a good sign. But I had a feeling he was no longer eager to see me as his son-in-law.

“This... change is very hard for me to accept,” King Osmund went on. “However, I still owe you my son’s and my daughter’s lives. That cannot be disregarded. And what Jarvi says does make sense.”

I shot a suspicious glance at the sparkling. I could just imagine what sort of things he’d say about me behind my back.

“With all that in mind,” the king continued, “I have made my decision. I will consider your request for my daughter’s hand – on one condition. You must embrace goodness and turn away from evil. You must become the Lakeland Knight we all know and love.”

He held another pause, this time looking me in the eye. As I stood there gritting my teeth, I realized that deep down, I had expected something like this. There was no way he’d accept me for who I was.

“I suppose you’d want me to get out of the Villains League, too?”

“What?...” King Osmund blinked several times. “Oh, yes! Definitely.”

Definitely. Not that the league would be too upset, at this point.

We both remained silent for a few moments. The king seemed to be studying me, so I concentrated on making sure he wouldn’t read anything on my face. He had no idea what he was demanding of me. And I had no idea how to begin to deal with his ultimatum.

“I do not expect you to answer immediately,” he said at last. “I will give you three days to think. If you agree, you will seal your decision by accomplishing a certain task. It will be your first deed as the true Lakeland Knight.”

So I had to do more noble deeds, and I had to start right away. Wonderful.

“What task?” I asked.

King Osmund looked pleased, he was probably glad I didn’t refuse outright – which I would have done if it wasn’t for Cassandra.

“You will save mountain fairies!” he announced, in such a tone as if he was presenting me with the opportunity of a lifetime.

Mountain fairies? I had heard about those mysterious creatures who supposedly lived on the Two-Headed Mountain and made this magical yarn they weren’t too willing to share with humans. I hadn’t, however, heard of them ever being in any kind of trouble. Their mountain was said to be well protected.

“What happened to them?” I asked.

“I’ve just received word this morning,” the king replied, “that the Two-Headed Mountain they live on is besieged. By a certain man named Targon. No one seems to know much about him.”

I was not familiar with the name, either. Which meant the fellow was not in the Villains League. Which meant if I handled him, I wouldn’t be in violation of the league’s rules.

“My understanding is that the mountain is impossible to climb,” I said. “There’s some sort of a spell guarding it. So he can sit at the foot of the mountain all he wants, the fairies are safe.”

King Osmund shook his head. “Not exactly so. He can’t get to the fairies, yes, but he has cut off their food supply by not letting anyone come near the mountain. People from nearby towns and villages used to bring bread, honey, and other goods to buy the yarn fairies make. They probably have some food stored, but it will eventually run out.”

“And so my mission would be to kick this Targon out.”

“Yes. Him and his men.”

“How many?”

“The report I’ve received is not that detailed; I don’t have the exact amount. But if you agree to do it, you will have men as well. The Lakeland Knight’s army, still camped near Castle Fezar, will be at your disposal.”

Once again a heavy pause hung between us. I saw that the king hoped I would accept the deal right away, foregoing the three days. I couldn’t.

“Thank you for your understanding, Your Majesty,” I said with a slight bow. “In three days I will inform you of my decision.”

He looked disappointed, but he nodded. “Very well. You may stay here at the palace. I will not tell anyone what you have revealed to me.”

***
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I left the king’s study, accompanied by a servant who was to show me to my room. My intention was to lock myself up in the said room and brood – after giving a piece of my mind to Jarvi who, I had no doubt, had contributed greatly to the king’s decision. But we didn’t make it there. Another servant intercepted us, running up to me with the determined expression of someone charged with a very important mission.

“Urgent message for Sir Lakeland Knight!” he reported, handing me a sealed scroll.

I knew right away it was trouble. The coiled snake on the seal, the insignia of the Villains League, was unmistakable. Not only that, the scroll was tied with a bright red string – the league’s not-too-subtle way of letting the recipient know they’d better take heed.

“Who gave you this?” I asked.

“A tall dark-haired man with a deep rumbling voice. He was dressed as a courier, but...” the servant paused and finished after some hesitation, “but he didn’t act like one.”

“A little too bossy and rude?”

“Yes, sir.”

That sounded like Ragnar. So the gormack still worked with the league – which probably meant the league knew everything.

I looked at the scroll. It was addressed to the Lakeland Knight, but when I broke the seal and unrolled it, the message inside was for Lord Arkus. Oh yes, they knew.

Lord Arkus of Blackriver Castle is hereby summoned to appear before the board of the Villains League in connection with repeated and flagrant violations of the League’s policies. It is imperative that he comes alone and without magical weapons. Failure to comply will result in: 1) immediate revoking of membership, and 2) immediate military actions against Arkusville and Ulkaria.

I crumpled the scroll in my fist. The threat against Arkusville didn’t bother me that much; I had men there who knew how to handle an invasion. The threat to attack Ulkaria, on the other hand, sent me into instant fury.

“Bad news?” Jarvi asked.

“Yes.” I looked at the letter again. The date of the board meeting was five days away; it would take just as long to get from here to Ferganor, the fortress owned by the league and used for such occasions. “I’ve got to leave.”

The servants exchanged worried looks.

“But you’ve just arrived, Sir Lakeland Knight,” said the one who was taking me to my room.

Before I could thank him for the valuable remark, Jarvi stepped forward.

“Well, we haven’t unpacked, so we can just turn around and –”

“You’re staying.”

The sparkling, of course, wanted an explanation. I gave him the scroll. While he read the brief note, I told the servants to keep quiet about this, knowing full well they were not likely to keep their word. I sent them away and headed to the princess’s quarters.

“Well...” Jarvi caught up with me, rolling the scroll up. “I can’t say this is unexpected.”

“Of course not. I’ve been expecting it from the day you’d first tricked me into playing this Lakeland Knight charade.”

“I won’t say ‘sorry’ because I’m not.”

I let that one slide; I was too busy thinking. I had to appear before the league, there was no question about it. And if they tried any tricks, leaving Jarvi here to protect Cassandra would at least give me some peace of mind. As to the king’s ultimatum... Well. He’d have to give me more than three days. I’d handle that after I return. The honor of explaining it to the monarch would be Jarvi’s; this time, I had no qualms about shifting the task on the sparkling.

I kept walking – until I thought of how Cassandra was going to respond to the news. Her reaction was easy to predict: she’d want to go with me, despite the danger, against her father’s will and against mine. Nothing would stop her. She’d disguise herself yet again and sneak out.

I swung around and headed back, nearly knocking Jarvi off his feet. He jumped away just in time.

“Hey, what’s this about?” The sparkling caught up with me once more.

“I will not see Cassandra. You will talk to her after I’m gone. Don’t tell her where the board meets.”

He knew right away what I was talking about. “You think it will keep her here?”

“No, but you will. You will make sure she stays in the safety of her father’s castle.”

“That will certainly require supernatural powers... What else can I do to help?”

“Take care of King Osmund. Something tells me he’ll be a little upset.”

“No worries, I’ll show him the league’s notice and explain.” Jarvi paused, long enough to make me wonder whether he was still following. “So... how are you going to handle this, Lord Arkus? What will you say to the board?”

“I’ll demand an apology for the threats, then tell them to get their nose out of my business or I’ll have my sparkling grind them into dust. How about that?”

“Sparklings don’t grind people into dust.”

“Oh. Well then, I don’t know. I guess I’ll have to hear what the board has to say and work from there.”

“A word of advice, if I may?”

“Go ahead.”

I expected a lecture on giving up villainy, but he only said, “Be careful.”

***
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As any respectable den of villains, the fortress of Ferganor had its share of dark mysteries. One of them stared me right in the face as I approached the massive gate: a large black vulture perched on a granite boulder. The vulture had sat there for many years, some even claimed centuries, never moving, never eating or sleeping. From afar, it could be mistaken for a statue, but as you drew nearer you saw that the wind ruffled its feathers – and then you met the bird’s sharp, intelligent eyes. Legend had it that the boulder marked a grave of a powerful ancient wizard, and the vulture was some sort of a guardian. If I were in charge of the Villains League, I would most certainly try to find out what was there to guard, or at least what would happen if someone attempted to knock the vulture off the rock; but Krost, the founder, did not have an inquisitive nature. He’d informed all the members that the bird was not to be touched and closed the subject.
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As I was about to pass the vulture, I gave it an absent-minded nod – a greeting that had become one of the league’s traditions. In the next second the bird broke its vow of immobility by suddenly flapping its wings and letting out a loud, shrill cry. My stallion pranced, I nearly flew off the saddle.

“You dusty collection of feathers!” I pulled on the reins, struggling to control the horse. “Have you been sitting here all these years just to pull one ridiculous prank?”

Or perhaps it was Krost’s order. If so, I wouldn’t be the first member harassed for displeasing the head of the league.

I had no time to reflect on that new thought. Galloping hoofbeats sounded behind my back; I turned and saw a group of horsemen coming my way, swords raised. I knew right away what this was about. If you have seen one aspiring hero, you have seen them all, and I’ve beheld more than my share. White horses, golden banners, and – yes, you have guessed it – red cloaks. You’d think they would go out of style after a widely discussed incident involving a raging bull, but no.

“Follow me, men!” bellowed their leader, a tall fellow with a fancy plume on his helmet. “Let us destroy this citadel of evil once and for all!”

If I didn’t know any better, I would have thought it was Prince Kellemar. Both the pomp and the stupidity of the attack (ten of them against the headquarters of the Villains League? Seriously?) matched his style perfectly. But Kellemar was back home in Dalvanna, recovering from his wound.

I didn’t feel like dealing with ten suicidal maniacs, so I sent my horse into gallop, heading to the fortress gate.

“Take that coward alive!” I heard the hero in charge shout.

I ignored the insult; I figured I’d teach him some manners once we were inside Ferganor. One look at Krost’s bodyguards should set his mind straight.

I had several minutes to reach the gate, and I would have made it just fine... but the gate began to close. At first, it didn’t even occur to me that the league was shutting the doors on me. Technically, I was still a member and therefore entitled to protection. I figured Krost didn’t want the heroes in, perhaps to avoid a mess in the yard, so he must have ordered to leave a small gap for me and shut it as soon as I was inside. 

But I was mistaken. The ironclad gate closed with a bang.

What in the blazes?...

Behind me, the plume-helmet laughed. I turned around and drew my sword, intent on taking him out first. He, however, chose to follow heroic ethics. He slowed down and raised his left hand, ordering his men to stop.

“Your own kind betrayed you, Arkus! I’m not surprised,” he said, staring at me with narrowed eyes. And I could swear I’d seen this scornful grimace before. But where?...

“Have we met?”

The man frowned. “Don’t play the fool. You know me perfectly well. I am Prince Dagmar of Dalvanna.”

Kellemar’s little brother; that explained things. He knew me, of course, but it was rather presumptuous of him to assume I would instantly recognize him. I might have caught a glimpse of him once or twice in my life, no more.

“Oh, I see. Yes, I recognize you now. I didn’t realize you’ve joined the family business of annoying me.”

Raising the tip of his sword, Dagmar nudged his horse and moved a bit closer. “You killed my brother and you’ll pay for it!”

This was news to me. When I last saw Prince Kellemar, he was doing relatively well; his wound was not dangerous.

“What? Kellemar is dead?”

“As good as dead! You broke his spirit, poisoned his mind! I don’t know what you did to him, but he isn’t the man he was.”

“Hmm... Well, I did notice some rather disturbing changes in his behavior, I’ll give you that. But I had nothing to do with it, I assure you.”

Dagmar scoffed. “Do you expect me to believe it?”

“No, I really don’t.”

“Well then. I challenge you to a duel. You and me, single combat. My men will stay back.”

Didn’t he plan to destroy the citadel of evil? What an inconsistent fellow.

“You want to fight here?” I asked, just to make sure. “Now?”

“Why not? Your villain friends won’t dare to show their face, we will not be interrupted.”

Inconsistent and foolhardy. Even more foolhardy than Kellemar. He actually made me curious.

“Do you seriously think they are afraid of you?”

The prince gave a contemptuous smile. “Isn’t it obvious? Why else would they shut the gate, betraying one of their own?”

I could think of a couple of reasons, but I wasn’t going to share them with Dagmar. 

“Tell me, Prince, have you ever seen an iron gryphon?”

“What are you talking about? Every child knows they’re a myth.”

“Well. Just so you know, there are probably at least ten of those myths behind these walls.”

There was a slight change in his expression, just for a split second, but I saw it. Then he frowned again.

“Stop wasting time, Arkus! Do you accept my challenge or not?”

“Oh, very well. You want a fight, I’ll give you one. I don’t have anything else to do at the moment.”

We both dismounted. True to his word, he ordered his men to ride aside and not interfere. One of them, a stocky dark-haired man with a beard, gave us the count:

“One... Two... Three... Go!”

The prince threw himself at me with all his might. He was fast, strong, and skilled with the blade; but he was also impatient and short-sighted. Within the first minute of the battle, I knew I could wear him out without overexerting myself. I wouldn’t even need to attack. All I had to do was to stand firm and deflect his blows – and his ego.

And so I did. Dagmar lunged and slashed, coming at me from this side and that, using every technique he knew. Seeing each blow parried or blocked, he quickly grew frustrated. That added to his fury; instead of slowing down and revising his strategy, he doubled his efforts. 

Unlike him, I carefully measured each move as I fought back. The prince gave me a good workout, there was no doubt about that; but I felt like I just warmed up while he was spending his best strength.

“Hold back, Your Highness!” shouted the bearded man. “Balance, remember?”

So he had his sword-master with him. Good. Nothing like having a student fail in front of his teacher.

“No helping!” Dagmar yelled, sweat streaming down his face. “That includes giving advice!”

He clearly did not know what to do. His strength was waning, but he couldn’t stop, couldn’t show weakness. There came a moment when I saw alarm in his eyes; he must have finally realized what was going on and how it was going to end. At best, I would attack and easily overpower him. At worst, I would make him endure the humiliation of defeat without actually being struck down. He’d collapse on his own.

Next time our blades clashed, I allowed myself a wicked smile. “Care to surrender, Highness?”

He refused, of course. “Never!”

“Very well. Suit yourself.”

I figured he wouldn’t last longer than half an hour. But I didn’t get to see whether my estimation was correct. The sound of war trumpets pierced the air, the fortress gate screeched and opened. The Villains League forces came pouring out: men, werewolves, goblins, trolls; fire throwers and skeletons; spider-dogs and flying snakes.

Oh, so now they decided to help?

The prince stopped pummeling me and froze, gaping. I doubt it he’d ever seen such a variety before. His men looked just as shaken. The bearded one rushed to the prince’s side.

“Come, Your Highness! On your horse, quick!”

Dagmar didn’t move. He seemed transfixed by what he saw.

And then came the gryphons. Two whooshed out of the gate, two more flew over the fortress wall. Larger than a horse, the creatures circled the battlefield, snapping their beaks and raining down metal feathers. I thought this was a bit of an overkill on Krost’s part; one gryphon would have been enough to impress the visitors. On the other hand, I could understand: if he planned to keep some of them alive, he wanted to make sure they had quite a story to tell back home.

It was over in several minutes. Dagmar and the sword-master were instantly captured; the others fled, some on horseback, others on foot. The league’s forces went after them and brought back two more: a short youngster no older than sixteen and a broad-shouldered man who looked like a seasoned warrior.

I stood and watched. As the captives were walked past me, the warrior halted.

“Thank you, Lord Arkus.”

I turned to him, raising an eyebrow. “Hmm?”

“For not killing the prince.”

“Oh. You’re welcome. Glad someone noticed.”

The big horned goblin leading the captives pushed the warrior in the back. “Go, go! No stopping.”

Dagmar was walking next, but he paid no attention to my brief exchange with the warrior, or anything else, for that matter. The prince’s eyes were fixed on the sky, lips whispered something I didn’t catch right away. Curious, I watched closer and eventually made out the words: “Real... They’re real...”

He was still stuck on the gryphons.

Another goblin, this one with a ring in his nose, approached me and made a clumsy bow. “Lord Arkus. Please follow me. Mr. Krost wants to see you.”

“Does he, really?” I asked, forgetting that goblins had difficulty processing non-specific questions.

He gave me a puzzled look. “Mr. Krost didn’t say really or not. He just say, ‘call Lord Arkus. Be polite’.”

“Be polite, huh?” That was good to know. “Well then, I suppose we’d better be polite, too, and not keep him waiting, don’t you think?”

The poor fellow was totally overwhelmed by this one. He stared at me for a good minute, then said, “Me never think.”

“That’s probably for the best. All right, take me to Krost.”

***
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​Chapter 3
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The head of the Villains League received me in his private rooms. He looked impeccable, as always: shoulder-length silvery hair carefully brushed, a shiny white cloak draped over a perfectly fitting black doublet, a single ring with a large ruby flickering on his left hand. His dark eyes bore into mine the moment I entered, searching, probing.

Normally, I would have recognized his rank by a slight bow of the head, but today I was too mad at the league’s shenanigans.

“Greetings, Krost,” I said, holding his gaze.

He gestured for the goblin to leave. “Lord Arkus. There’s been a misunderstanding, it appears.”

“It certainly does appear so. I’d like an explanation.”

“Certainly. Let’s have a seat.”

I accepted the invitation and lowered myself into a wide wooden armchair with dragonhead armrests. Krost took another one, never taking his eyes away from my face.

“We did not want to close the gate on you,” he said.

“It must be a truly powerful force, then, that made you do it against your will.”

Krost’s lips formed a thin smile. “Well-spoken as ever. I’ve always found your conversation pure pleasure. But hear me out.”

“I’m listening.”
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He ran his fingers along the dragonhead. “I won’t beat around the bush, Arkus. Given the nature of your visit, and especially certain details of your recent adventures, we thought – well, we thought you were leading the attack.”

I nearly jumped out of the chair. “You what?”

“I know, I know. It was a foolish assumption, I can see it now.”

I still couldn’t get over it. “You thought I was in charge of those idiots?!”

“Well, take a look at it from our perspective. You arrive, the vulture cries out. Not many know about it, but I’ll tell you: it shrieks when it senses an enemy. Yes, now I see that it was the prince, not you. But he wasn’t too far behind; it almost looked like you had arrived together.”

“And were we such a scary sight? Eleven against Ferganor?”

Krost spread his hands. “What can I say? I had to think quickly. It’s not very often that the vulture cries; I wasn’t prepared. I thought you had more men, a whole army. You’re exactly right, it’s not like you to come with just ten. I figured if you turned against us, you planned it all well.”

That made sense, somewhat.

“You were all galloping to the gate,” Krost went on. “I ordered to close it, and what do I see? You guys stop and start talking! How was I supposed to interpret that?”

I gave a slow nod. “All right. All right, I guess it did look like we were discussing Plan B.”

“There, see? I’m glad you understand. It was an honest mistake on my part, I assure you. Then I saw you and the prince start to fight. Someone told me it was Dagmar of Dalvanna; I realized he must have challenged you, and the pieces started coming together. As soon as I knew you were not with them, I immediately sent our best forces. I hope you won’t deny that.”

I took my time carefully weighing it all out. Krost waited.

“Very well,” I said at last. “Explanation accepted.”

He smiled again, this time a little more genuinely. “Good. Excellent! I am so pleased that we’ve cleared it up.” Then the smile faded. “I wish the allegations against you were a misunderstanding as well.”

I wished the same.

“Would you like to discuss them now?” I asked.

Krost shook his head. “No, no. You will answer before the board, as planned. I actually wasn’t supposed to mention it at all. You see, some members were strongly opposed to us having this private conversation, fearing that you would sway me to take your side. I was only able to convince them by promising not to speak of anything related to your case.”

“I see. Well then, is there anything else you wish to address?”

“No, that would be all. The board meeting will start in three hours. Go get some rest. You will be summoned. I can order dinner for you if you’d like.”

I declined the offer of dinner. Eating here would be unwise, keeping in mind that most league members boasted their personal collections of poisons, and some were not happy with me. Krost’s servant showed me to my room. I used the time I had to clean up and get my thoughts together. Going over my conversation with the head of the league, I noted two important things. One, he was wary of me. Two, he hadn’t made up his mind to get rid of me – yet. It was probably a wait and see on his part. He would hear me answer the allegations; very likely, he already had several options thought out, and he’d pick one depending on how the board meeting went. It was up to me to convince him.

If I only knew of what.

I sat in the cool dark room, fists clenched, once again struggling to find a decision. What was I to do? Should I just call it quits with the league? Tell them – yes, I’m done, take my membership and leave me alone? Yeah, right. That wouldn’t be much smarter than what Dagmar and his suicidal bunch tried to do. I’d never leave Ferganor alive. And Krost would make sure I saw my friends suffer. I knew him; his gracious demeanor hadn’t fooled me one bit.

Should I make every effort, then, to present myself as an upstanding member of the league who never meant any violations? To play the “misunderstanding” card? This would be hard to pull off; they knew about the Lakeland Knight. But even if I did, even if I managed to somehow settle the issue – then what? How would I show myself to King Osmund?

Three hours passed. I had no solution. I only knew this: no matter what, I had to protect Cassandra and her kin.

A servant knocked on the door. “Lord Arkus?”

“Out for a walk, I’m filling in for him.”

Too bad it wasn’t the goblin, I would have gotten a far more interesting reaction out of him. This fellow, a stout middle-aged man, paused only for a second, then gave me a respectful bow.

“May I be so bold as to say that I share my master’s admiration of Your Lordship’s way with words.”

“You seem to have a decent vocabulary yourself.” I rose from my chair. “All right, let’s go. I assume the board meeting is about to begin?”

“Your Lordship is absolutely correct. Please follow me.”

We left the room and headed to the main hall. I expected at least one complaint filed against me, possibly two. One would be from Morgard, the boisterous chieftain of Pergalacks. If nothing else, he could cite damages to his castle. Then there was Shabriak, the necromancer. Shabriak didn’t have a case against me; it was actually he who had broken the league’s rule not to work against a fellow member, not me. But Shabriak’s uncle was on the board, so I wouldn’t be surprised if they concocted something together.

And then there was the issue of the Lakeland Knight. That was the biggest thing. I wasn’t sure how Ragnar the gormack had handled telling the league about it: whether he revealed who he was or posed as a human, whether he offered proof, took payment for his services and so on. But in the long run, it didn’t matter. Whenever the league received outside information about one of its members misbehaving, it listened and investigated. Being placed under board review was far worse than any complaint.

Oh well. It was a little too late to worry about it now.

“Lord Arkus of Blackriver Castle!” the servant announced, stepping into the main hall before me.

I entered. The first thing I noticed was that only five board members sat at the black marble table on a raised dais, not six. The sixth chair stood empty. Having looked around, I found the missing member: Atorra, Shabriak’s uncle, was sitting below, to the left from the dais, in the area designated for those filing grievances, next to Morgard and no other than Ragnar. 

Really? Atorra even stepped down from the board to be able to accuse me on behalf of Shabriak? Interesting. Even more interesting was Ragnar’s presence. Not being a member of the league, he wasn’t supposed to attend a board meeting, let alone file complaints. Old Krost, the enforcer of rules, didn’t mind bending them himself; and I didn’t mind pointing it out to him.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen.” I proceeded to the center of the hall and stood before the dais. Glancing at my accusers, I feigned surprise. “Ragnar? Since when non-members are allowed at board meetings?”

The gormack stared at me with a defiant grin.

“He is here by my personal permission, Lord Arkus,” said Krost, “because of the valuable information he possesses.”

“Is he a witness, then?”

“Yes, in a way.”

“In that case, why is he sitting with accusers and not in the witness place over there, in the corner? That wouldn’t be to make allegations against me appear heavier, would it?”

Krost looked a little uncomfortable. “No, of course not...”

“Stop it, Arkus,” Ragnar interfered. “You’re drowning and grasping at straws.”

I figured if he could kill me, he would have already done it. “Not at all. I am here to answer the allegations. But I won’t take more than what’s due to me, and I won’t tolerate disrespect. So, Ragnar...” I paused for effect, looking him in the eye. “Get your butt to the witness corner, unless you want to get whacked again.”

The gormack leapt from his chair, overturning it. “How dare you!” he bellowed, shaking with fury. His human shell was about to break; I could already see flashes of blue flickering through it. Yet he didn’t attack.

I turned to one of the goblins standing guard at the entrance. “Can I borrow your boot?”

The gormack let out a beastly roar. Dark blue, almost purple light burst forth and engulfed his figure. A sword appeared in his hand; Ragnar swung it high and brought it all the way down, striking the floor. The sound of crashing granite echoed through the large hall. Another loud crack followed, together with a powerful blaze of blue, and the gormack was gone.

The board members were quite a sight to see. I doubted that any of them had ever witnessed a mad gormack dematerialize before. Besides, it was very likely that only Krost knew who Ragnar was; his neglect to mention it to the others tripled the effect. Wide-eyed and white-faced, the board members stared at the gaping hole in the floor. My accusers who sat closest to Ragnar appeared even more shaken.
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