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For my husband, for always being by my side,

catching me when I trip and holding me up when I fall. 

Without you this story would never have been written. 

For my children, for being the light that shows me the way. 

For my parents, for their unconditional love. 

For my family and friends.
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PROLOGUE
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The king knew his end was near. He tried to lift himself up to a seated position, but an intense coughing fit forced him to lay down again on the bed. His faltering breath left his haggard body in brief spasms.

The queen went to his side to help him and placed a pillow at his back. He looked at her for a while, and a pang of remorse struck his heart. He was going to leave her, his wife, the light of his life. But there was nothing he could do to stop it.

"Tell them to come in," whispered the king.

The queen nodded before moving towards the door of the royal bedroom. She looked back for a second and turned quickly, before he could see her tears.

The man followed her across the room with his eyes, pretending not to have seen the pain in her face. He bowed his head and sighed. Everything that had happened in his life was passing through his head, so quickly that the monarch could barely discern most of the scenes.

King Juntium the Great had been a fair and honorable sovereign who had ruled the continent of Durian with an iron fist, although justly. There were no borders or divisions then; it was a prosperous kingdom. At its borders to the north, west and south was the sea. To the east, an impassable mountain range of high, sharp peaks, always snowy, followed by an impenetrable desert of golden dunes, completely isolated it from the neighboring continent, which could only be reached through a long journey by boat.

In Durian, men and mages lived together in dubious harmony. The latter had inhabited the continent long before the former came to populate it, arriving from beyond the seas. Mages were unique beings whose lifespans were not governed by the same rules as that of men. Their calm and malice-free spirits made them vulnerable to the greedy and violent character of humans.

Juntium had endeavored to maintain the weak peace that existed between the two castes during his reign, which was difficult because of the humans’ desire to possess the mages’ magic. Some believed that they could somehow force the mages to hand over their powers, which ranged from controlling the elements to visions of the future, healing, or mind control.

Now that his reign was coming to an end, Juntium lamented that most mages, unable to willfully harm men, had been forced to migrate to the central part of the kingdom, a huge forest populated by countless plant and animal species, and seek refuge among its ancient roots. Its tall canopies, its brilliant green color and the grandeur of its ancient trunks spoke to the gentle character of the mage, who gradually began to settle there in order to escape the humans.

It was said that all kinds of magical beings dwelled in that forest, those that had originally appeared on the continent of Durian many centuries before mages as well as men arrived on it. But these creatures were fearful and mistrustful and hardly ever showed themselves.

"Father." The king's firstborn interrupted his thoughts.

"Son." Jumtium came back to himself and straightened as much as he could.

He looked at the familiar faces crowding around him. His wife had borne him four children, all boys, and on his deathbed, he had made a decision about them that would change the fate of mankind, and the continent of Durian, forever. Unknowingly, Juntium the Great was contributing to the destruction of the kingdom that he had built throughout his extensive rule. 

“My sons, I have made a decision that I wish to share with you before I leave."

The queen began to sob beside him. The king reached for her hand and tried to squeeze it tightly. He cleared his throat before continuing.

“I have decided to divide the kingdom of Durian into four regions, as it is my wish that all of you have the opportunity to rule."

"But Father!" Kilenis, the oldest of the brothers, exclaimed aghast, clenching his fists tightly. "That isn't what you promised me!"

He paced the bedroom to calm himself. He had begun to savor the sweetness of power the moment he learned that his father was dying, so the news was a heavy blow to the proud prince.

"I said, Durian will be divided into four." The king's stern gaze made Kilenis flinch. "The Southern Region will be for my first-born; the Eastern will belong to Húnije; the Western will go to Paulo and the Northern Region will be for Droge, the youngest."

The four brothers looked at each other in silence. Droge, who had been imagining a miserable life in the shadow of his brothers, dared to smile, aware of the power his father had just granted him.

"The only condition I impose," Juntium continued, "is that you all respect the domain of the mages, who live peacefully within the Great Forest. Which means that the forest will not belong to any of you.” The princes shared a knowing look before agreeing to their father's wishes.

“It is also my wish that you maintain unity among the four kingdoms throughout your reigns and that all subjects of Durian, regardless of the region they come from, be treated equally across the continent. In the same manner, you will watch over the mages and protect them when they are threatened."

"Thus will it be done, father," Kilenis hastened to say, asserting himself before his brothers.

Then another coughing fit, deeper and more intense than the previous ones, shook the king's aged body. His soul left his people as the anguished wails of the queen intruded in every corner of the palace.

Juntium the Great passed away on a sad spring morning. As though if the skies were aware of the loss of that great man, the rain fell incessantly throughout the funeral like bitter tears of farewell.

It was then that the four sons of the greatest king Durian had ever known began to divide the continent, setting the borders of their kingdoms somewhat capriciously and through brutal confrontations. The princes forgot the promise made to their father and fighting soon drove out sanity and justice.

In that tense climate, Droge attempted to overtake the Great Forest the mages lived in. He considered himself to have lost out in his father's distribution, since the Northern Kingdom, frozen for most of the year, wasn’t as prosperous as the other kingdoms. Faced with such audacity, his brothers saw fit to fight for what he had claimed themselves and a fierce battle for the control of those lands ensued.

The mages who had not yet taken refuge within the forest soon perished at the hands of the new kings in that unjust battle, as their kind was incapable of attacking men either by physically or through magic, not even to defend their own lives.

Finally, after being persecuted, harassed, and killed mercilessly for years, the surviving mages, tired of the abuse and injustices that they had suffered for so long at the hands of men, decided to use their magic to protect forest that was their home, along with all the beings that dwelt within it. They surrounded the perimeter of their lands with an invisible circle of power; a thin thread that shone blue in the full moon.

It is said that this is how the Great Forest became the natural boundary of the four kingdoms, an impenetrable land into which humans could not enter and where the almost extinct race of mages could live in peace until the end of their days. Since then, that forest became known as the Enchanted Forest and many stories and legends were written about it.

Many other kings replaced the Juntium’s sons as the centuries went on, and memory of the mages eventually faded, making them yet another among the legends that dwelled in the hearts of men. Even so, after so many years, throughout the multitude of exciting events and prosperous times that occurred, the Stories and Legends of the Four Kingdoms endured in the memories of many, transmitted from generation to generation so that no one would forget the origin of their kingdom.

It was in that distant time that the stories and legends of the Enchanted Forest were shaped. And although the mages’ presence on the continent is no longer remembered, no one ever enters their domain. Nobody dares to pass the boundaries of the Enchanted Forest for fear of what inhabits its core, for fear of what might be true of those stories and legends, since, according to what they say, something lives in the heart of the forest, and it is better to avoid its power.
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1. THE LADY
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Dawn broke through the sky that spring morning. The first rays of sunlight caressed the stone facade of the castle as the king of stars arose behind the mountain that crowned the colorful valley of the land of the Solseins.

Amira stretched out on her bed. She looked to the window and blinked as her eyes accustomed to the bright light streaming through the folds of the curtains. She leaped out of bed and began to dress herself quickly, without moving her eyes from the window.

"I can't believe I overslept," she chided herself as she finished dressing.

Beneath her clothing was a slender, muscular body. She was a very beautiful young woman, with tan skin, wavy chestnut hair, and almond-shaped green eyes reminiscent of the first buds of spring. Her nose, thin and upturned, contrasted with full, rosy lips. 

She left her room, hurrying down the corridor that opened into the west wing staircase. The carpeted floor muted her footsteps as she ran through the wide upstairs hall, which housed the rooms of all her family members. The stone walls were adorned with landscape paintings, portraits of the Solsein family ancestors, and family coats of arms. A large window illuminated the entire hall. When Amira arrived at the bottom of the stairs, Miren, the cook, had already prepared breakfast. The girl sat on a stool in front of the table that faced the oven.

"You're late today," the woman pointed out, not unfondly.

"Yes, I overslept," she replied grumpily as she took a gulp of hot milk from the mug.

“You exert yourself too much; you always do that," said Miren affectionately as she stirred the pot of soup that was boiling over the fire.

"If I'm late, I can't do the patrol," Amira protested, quickly gulping down a piece of toasted bread.

Every morning she rode horseback across her father's county lands to make sure everything was in order. Helping him with the task made her feel useful, but above all she was proud that the count had entrusted this responsibility to her as his future heir.

There was also the fact that ahe loved spending as much time as possible outside. That was something her mother did not understand, as she was of the opinion that the ladies should remain in the castle, embroidering, reading, or sewing. But luckily, her father always encouraged her in anything that made her happy. Thanks to that, Amira had trained in archery, a field in which she had excelled in from a young age and which had earned her an impressive reputation.

Count Jum Solsein was a tall, stocky man skilled in the art of war and military training but kind and loving with his daughter, and especially with Amira. He was a sensible and educated man who treated his peers with respect. He had married Esmeral Frincas, the eldest daughter of a wealthy merchant, who had given him three beautiful daughters, Amira being the eldest. Esmeral was a cultured woman whose passion for art and reading had rubbed off on her daughter. However, Amira was also drawn to action and hunting, like her father.

Jum was count of the most fertile lands in the south of the kingdom and owner of the Miravén castle, where he lived with his family. The county, located in the flourishing Southern Kingdom, encompassed vast acres of land, from Tajo mountain to the town of Béstemer, through the forest of beech and oak and the hunting grounds further north. It was filled with innumerable fields of wheat, rye, corn, and other grains. There were vegetable beds and orchards everywhere; the Beste River watered the entire county.

Amira finished her breakfast and prepared to leave the castle to begin her morning patrol. She exited the kitchen and ascended the staircase that led to the hall, across from the assembly hall that was the pride of her family. The most majestic parties to be remembered in years were celebrated in that very room. The parties were attended by citizens of the town, as well as family friends, including Count Caste of Bris and his son Ansol, Amira's fiancé.

"You're late today." A sharp voice brought the young woman to a halt, and she turned back with a smile.

"Yes, that's why I’m in a hurry, Father."

"Okay, but do not take too long with your patrol," Jum reminded her.

“I will be back soon to help with the party preparations; I could not miss it for anything."

"Of course you could not miss it, it's your engagement party," said the count, returning her smile.

Amira ran across the courtyard towards the stables, where Jimena, her favorite mare, awaited her impatiently. They galloped across the bridge, leaving behind the soldiers training in the courtyard. Peace had been established in the kingdom many years ago, but the constant threat of Magnus, King of the North, kept the men wary.

Soon she was heading down the road that led south, passing through the crop fields. To the right grew a lush forest of beech and oak where game was abundant. Halfway across the road, she veered left onto a path that put her by the river. She continued riding south along the riverbank, reveling in the beauty of the immense valley that was her home.

Most of the farmland was not cultivated by Count Solsein, so instead he offered it to the townspeople to grow grain for the winter. He also allowed his citizens to hunt in the forest, in order to keep its animal populations under control. Amira's father cultivated several hectares of land, for which he employed numerous workers during the long season of planting and harvesting. He paid a generous wage for them to care for his crops, which produced enough grain for his family to supply themselves with all year long, with the surplus being sold. The county lands were so extensive that the needs of the castle could be satisfied with one portion, and the rest was ceded to the peasants so that they could benefit from it. Jum Solsein was of the opinion that if everyone was well fed and satisfied, peace would be more permanent.

Numerous vegetables and fruits grew by the castle walls. Behind the building were the corrals where chickens, pigs, sheep and cows were raised, intended for consumption. And further north extended the hunting grounds, which were accessible only to the count and his inner circle.

At the southern border of the county, where the Solsein lands ended, was Béstemer. It was a peaceful town, although quite populated. A little further south–less than half a day's ride away–was the coast, with the city of Álcorin as a meeting point for sailors and merchants, its trade the envy of the region. They traded a great variety of merchandise there, specializing in the most exotic ones which came to the port from faraway places.

Amira had reached the halfway point of the route that she had set for that day and in front of her were the town’s first houses. She was tempted to go over to visit her friend Zina, but she turned onto the path to the right and started her way back to the castle instead. Soon the road began to climb northward. The young woman glanced at the horizon and frowned. The capital of the Southern Kingdom was likely churning with the preparations for the Spring Festival by this time. King Fredo put his all into celebrations for this holiday.

The Solsein family went every year and she got to meet with Ansol there during the three days that the party lasted. The young woman enjoyed those moments with her fiancé, but that year they would not attend the Spring Festival because in just two days a great party would be held in Miravén Castle in honor of two betrotheds, who would marry that summer.

Amira had been in love with Ansol since she was a little girl, so when he had proposed to her the year before, she had begun to tremble for the first time in her life. She felt vulnerable and she hadn’t liked it. But he didn’t treat her as if she were a fragile and vulnerable girl, he supported her strong and independent character. And for that she loved him even more, because he had respected her freedom and even encouraged her thirst for knowledge by volunteering to instruct her in swordfighting, something they had been practicing in secret for months.

The young woman reached the castle’s courtyard. Her mother appeared at the door of the imposing structure.

"Where were you?" She snapped, pretending to be annoyed. "Could you not skip your ridiculous patrol today?"

Esmeral's placed her hands on her hips in disapproval. Her hair was pinned to one side; her dark almond eyes watched her daughter intensely.

"Forgive me, Mother, but I needed to go out. Today is going to be a busy day,” the girl replied. "But I am yours to command for as long as you wish now."

Her mother smiled as she held out her hand. 

"Go upstairs, take a bath and dress in something decent. We’re waiting for you in the assembly hall."

She guided her through the doorway to the staircase that led up to the highest floor of the building. Esmeral stood and considered her daughter. Soon she would marry and move in with her husband, and although the newlyweds' home was very close to the castle, she knew she would still miss her.

"She’s back," Esmeral told her husband as she entered the parlor.

Jum was seated at the table on which their banquets were often held, staring out the window. The hall was lavishly decorated: delicate rugs from the southern continents covered much of the floor; beautiful paintings of distant landscapes hung from the walls, alongside exquisite multi-colored tapestries; and intricate wrought-iron chandeliers, filled with thick candles, illuminated the room at night. A fireplace on the right heated the room. The drapes, with their silky texture and flowy drape, softened the scene. The details were all taken care of to the inch.

Two large windows illuminated the hall, from which you could see the main garden which at that time of year was bursting with flowers of all colors. Its aroma was palpable even with the windows closed. Large evergreen trees grew at various points in the garden to provide shade and coolness on hot days and under them were marble benches, which delighted the visitors of that splendid place. Grass carpeted the garden and it was lined with small ornamental hedges. A fountain and a pond filled with fish and water lilies were at the southern end.

"Don’t be too hard on her," said the count suddenly.

"I am not hard on her," Esmeral replied, annoyed. "I only want to raise her well."

"Well, she will be leaving us soon. Enjoy her company in the months until the wedding, and don’t scold her too much.” Jum's face suddenly shadowed.

He couldn't believe his little girl was getting married. It was true that Amira was the eldest of his daughters, but she was only seventeen years old. He knew he would miss her laugh and her strong but gentle character.

The young woman entered the living room.

"I’m ready." She approached her father and lay her hand on his shoulder. "What do I do?"

"I believe you have to choose the color of the tablecloths, where the guests are going to be seated and the menu you want to be served," said her mother, counting on her fingers as she spoke.

"You should choose the color, Mother, since you are more experienced than I am in these things," the girl answered quickly. 

Her father glanced at her and nodded while suppressing a laugh at the way Esmeral straightened upon hearing the compliment. 

"And the guests, well...They can just sit wherever they want, don’t you think, Father?"

"I think it is a splendid idea, as long as Ansol and his family sit near to us. Your fiancé should be with you for the toast. Having everyone choose their own seat is so creative. I think our guests will like it!" The count said, clapping.

Esmeral was not very convinced, but seeing her husband so enthusiastic, she didn't reply.

"I can go talk to Miren about the menu," Amira continued.

"You should follow her advice," her mother said.

The girl left the hall and went down to the kitchen. Miren was busy preparing food and did not notice her presence.

"Hey, Amira," Gelen, the kitchen assistant, greeted her. Gelen was younger than Amira but had worked for her family for several years. Many people from the village and from nearby farms came regularly to the castle in search of work, particularly the women, who wanted a life distant from the hard work in the fields. The count's family tried to employ as many as they could.

"Hello, Gelen." The girl glanced at Miren, who was still busy. "How was your visit to Álcorin?"

"Very good," the assistant replied with a big smile. "I was able to spend the day with my father before he went off to sea again. It’s been months since I last saw him." 

Gelen had started working at the castle when her mother died of influenza several winters ago. Her father was a sailor and spent most of the year sailing the seas from one continent to another, so he was delighted when Jum Solsein had agreed to employ his daughter.

"What are you doing here?" Miren asked suddenly, startling the young women.

"I want to talk to you about the menu for the party," Amira replied.

Miren winked at her and motioned her to sit at the table. The woman turned suddenly to Gelen and looked at her in displeasure.

"And what are you doing standing there? Go prepare the food while I talk to the young lady."

The assistant turned quickly and began to finish preparing lunch. The kitchen was crammed with people running back and forth. It was then that Amira realized that much of the party's menu was already in the making. Miren knew very well what to serve, so she didn't have to worry about it. She smiled to herself.

The next day she rose as soon as the sun broke into her room. She looked out the window in annoyance and contemplated the river and fields below. She would not go out riding today, and that bothered her. She knew organizing an engagement party would take a lot of work, but she would have preferred to be on her patrol. It was the first time she had participated in preparations and her mother wanted her to learn as much as possible, although she was convinced that there were others better prepared to whom such tasks could be delegated.

She opened her closet to get dressed and saw one end of her bow sticking out between the tunics. She had it hidden so that her mother wouldn’t be upset, and also so she could have it at hand whenever she wanted to go hunting or practice in the meadow. She stroked the string and felt around for the arrow. She wanted to go hunting in the woods more than anything, but instead she headed down for breakfast in the small family room, where her sisters and mother were already enjoying a hot cinnamon milk, toast with honey, and fruit.

"Good morning," the youngest member of the family greeted her.

"Good morning, Beatris," the young woman replied with a smile.

Beatris was nine years old, but she had a maturity and sense of responsibility beyond that of someone her age. Amira adored her and often spent long winter afternoons in her company reading stories for her and even inventing some.

"Aren't you going riding today?" Caron asked.

"Not today," she answered in annoyance. 

Caron was fifteen years old and very beautiful, although her haughty and confrontational nature did not win her much love. Amira often made excuses for her because she knew she was a good girl deep down, despite her behavior. 

At that moment Jum entered the room and sat at the table, looking distracted. His face was drawn with worry.

"What is it, father?" The girl asked.

Her sisters and mother had also noticed that something was wrong with the count and were looking at him in interest.

"I received a letter from King Fredo." Jum was thoughtful for a moment. "He says that Petis will not attend the Spring Festival... The Eastern Kingdom will not participate in the festivities this year."

The count went silent. The Spring Festival was the Southern Kingdom's most important event and Fredo always invited the King of the East –Petis–and of the West–Ulter. This was the first time a monarch had declined an invitation to the festival. The three allied kingdoms often visited each other, since it was a good way to deepen the alliance that they maintained against the Northern Kingdom and its king. Magnus was dangerous, so the others tried to stick together in case he went back to his old ways.

It was very strange that Petis had declined Fredo's invitation. Something was wrong, and Jum Solsein could tell.
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2. THE KNIGHT
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That morning Ansol woke up with a start. It was not yet dawn, but the sky was beginning to lighten in the east. He dropped back onto the pillow and let out a frustrated sigh. Another nightmare. 

He had been nervous for the past few days because the day of the engagement party was getting closer. But he knew that wasn’t the reason for his dreams; there was something else that wasn't quite right. This nightmare was repeating more and more frequently, and when he woke up, sometimes sweating, the roar of battle and the clash of sword steel still echoed in his head.

The intense blue of his eyes, fixed on the ceiling, shone in the dim light of the room. Little by little the sun began to penetrate through the windows as he lay there, still lost in his daydreams. He thought of Amira. Oftentimes he spent Sunday mornings with her. He would get up early and go to the Miravén castle after breakfast, say hello to Esmeral, and chat for a while with Jum Solsein before going out with her. They mounted their horses and when they lost sight of the castle Amira would look at him in that way of hers, challenging him and spurring her horse to gallop ahead of him. They would dismount in a clearing in the forest that only they knew about and spent the rest of the morning there between laughter, games, and kisses, many kisses. 

Ansol loved her smell of flowers, her full red lips and the shine in her eyes. He had been in love with her since he was a child and was anxious for their wedding day. 

But it was not yet Sunday and he would still have to wait until the next day to see his fiancée at the engagement party. Although what no one knew was that Ansol and Amira met in secret every Thursday in their clearing in the forest; but on those days the kisses were few and far between, since the training was tough. The boy was training his fiancée in swordfighting. The young woman was a gifted student and a quick learner. 

He smiled thinking of Amira, of her warm kisses and the soft touch of her skin. At eighteen years of age, the doubts of inexperience and youth accompanied him daily, but what he was completely sure of was that he loved his fiancée above all else. 

He got out of bed and dressed in a hurry. His unruly chestnut hair fell to his shoulders. A few strands fell down the sides of his well-shaped face, framing his blue eyes. Amira liked to run her fingers through his locks and tuck them back, and he enjoyed the softness of that gesture.

Ansol was a very active young man who often went out riding at the first light of dawn, after which he spent the rest of his day training. But that morning he felt exhausted; his recurring nightmare had kept him from sleeping well.

He lumbered down the stairs and found himself in the hall with his father. Count Caste de Bris was a lean and fit man, and quite strong-minded. His thick beard gave him a good-natured air. He had married a peasant's daughter, Prud Madmot, a smiling woman with round features, who was not frightened by anything and who enjoyed every moment of life. They had three children, with Ansol being the oldest. His brothers, Gilson and Analís, both twelve, were twins. 

"Good morning, son. You don't look well. That nightmare again?" 

"Yes, Father. I’ve been seeing it more often lately and I find it hard to rest." The young man was worried about more than his exhaustion, and Caste could tell. 

"Don't stress too much over those dreams. The last war was fought even before you were born, and right now relations with the rest of the kingdoms are friendly." 

Caste de Bris suddenly went silent. 

"Except for the northern one," Ansol reminded him. 

“True, but Magnus has shown no signs of activity since the last revolt we put down a few years ago, and he knows that the three kingdoms remain united." 

Caste was silent again, thoughtful. He had just received a letter from King Fredo expressing his concern over King Petis declining the invitation to the Spring Festival, but he decided not to share it with his son so as not to worry him further. 

"Come on," he said, grabbing him by the arm. "Let's join your mother and brothers. Put your worries out of your mind." 

Ansol enjoyed breakfast with his family and by the end he had forgotten about the nightmare. His mother was a funny woman who almost always had a joke up her sleeve, and his brothers were constantly laughing, so soon the darkness that tormented the young man's heart dissipated, and he even stopped feeling tired.

He went out into the courtyard through the back door of the castle and headed for the stables. He approached his horse, Niebla. He was a stallion with a coat so pristine white it made him look even bigger than he was. He flicked his mane coquettishly, aware of the impact that his build and demeanor caused. He was happy to see the boy and bowed his head in greeting upon seeing him enter the stable. 

Ansol could hear the metallic sound of swords and spears clashing from where he was. The soldiers were in a nearby field allocated for the training of the county's armies. He himself trained there every day, but that day he didn't feel like it. The soldiers were men and women from all corners of the kingdom who went to varying counties for instruction and training. The salary was generous, which was why many people became professional soldiers. 

Niebla whinnied in irritation after a moment and shook his head vigorously. 

"All right," said Ansol. "Let's ride for a while." 

He readied his mount and galloped across the courtyard. De Bris county was located at the southern edge of Béstemer, closer to the coast than Solsein county. Their lands were also very fertile and crop fields stretched as far as the eye could see. Small forests of oaks and pines grew all around. Game was abundant and the flocks of sheep and pigs were raised in the western region of the county.

The townspeople worked hard to cultivate the fields that Count de Bris provided them, the same way Jum Solsein and the rest of the kingdom’s nobles provided land to their people. It was a long-rooted custom that worked well, since in this way the disputes of the past, when many Durians lost their lives in confrontations between one town and another because of hunger and misery, could be avoided. 

Ansol rode to a small hill and gazed out at the valley below him. Suddenly he heard a roar behind him. He doubled back and went into a nearby forest of oaks, holly, and pines. He dismounted and let Niebla loose to graze. He picked up his bow, slung the quiver full of arrows over his back, and stepped into the thicket. Another sound, this time closer. 

Ansol moved stealthily, careful not to step on a branch or some dry leaf, but never looking back. He approached the tree trunks and hid behind them, listening to every small sound and sniffing the air. The wood was abuzz with life and activity, but Ansol was concentrating on that characteristic grunt. 

He advanced a little further and in the distance he saw a small stream of crystal clear water. 

Another growl. There was the animal, drinking distractedly. The boy gripped his bow tightly and positioned an arrow before locating the animal in his frontsight. The huge boar was in the stream; he looked around before dipping his muzzle back into the refreshing liquid. Ansol knew that the shot had to be on the mark, because there was nothing more dangerous than a wounded wild boar. He waited a bit longer. Suddenly an imperceptible whistle traveled the distance between him and the animal and the wild boar fell to the ground beside the shore. 

Ansol advanced through the grass to gather his prize, satisfied. He tied the animal's legs together with a rope and threw it onto his back to carry. The thing wasn't particularly big, but it was very heavy. 

Back at the castle, he was feeling more spirited. The nightmare was only a vague memory at that point and he decided not to let it overshadow his thoughts. He brought the wild boar into the kitchen and Nani, the cook, was delighted to see the specimen. She could cook it in the oven with honey and some tasty potatoes. 

He went up to his room to change. He tied up his boots, put on his armor, girded his sword, and went down to the training ground. The rest of the soldiers were still practicing. A total of six hundred men and women were training with their weapons, some with swords, others with bows or crossbows, and still others with knives and lances. 

"So you've finally deigned to come," Kurn's gruff voice greeted him as soon as he arrived. 

Kurn was his best friend and a fierce soldier. He was older than Ansol, but they had forged an unbreakable friendship ever since the count’s son had started military training when he turned ten years old. Kurn came from the northeastern part of the kingdom and had become a soldier when he was a little boy after being orphaned. He lived in a modest house in the village with his wife, a loving and understanding woman who endured with infinite patience her husband's frequent surliness. They had no children, although they wanted them.

"I went out hunting for a while," Ansol replied. "But now I need some more action." He smiled and drew his sword, challenging his friend. 

"You rarely beat me in hand-to-hand combat," the soldier reminded him. 

"Well, maybe today is one of those days," the boy teased as he feinted towards him.

They quickly engaged in an impromptu sword fight. A hit, defense, another counterattack...The swords sang their usual melody as they whistled through the air. 

"I'll treat you to a good glass of wine if you beat me," Ansol offered, almost out of breath, as the swords intertwined. Kurn pushed him hard to separate them. 

"It will have to be two, because I'm going to beat you up," the soldier joked. 

Ansol spun around and lunged at his friend. Kurn pulled away just in time, before Ansol's sword could brush his side. The boy stopped for a moment, realizing that he had overestimated his force. 

"You mustn't hesitate," the soldier warned. "Although I don't want you to kill me!"

"I’m not gonna kill you. I'll only hurt you a little,” Ansol teased. 

He brandished the sword again, this time holding it with both hands. Kurn spun this way and that to avoid the young man's attacks, and thought to himself that his friend had become one of the best at wielding the sword. Ansol swung his sword again, this time more forcefully, and Kurn's steel flew, landing at the feet of a soldier practicing with a dagger. 

"I told you today would be one of those days," Ansol exclaimed. 

"Well, I guess I’m not getting wine," Kurn lamented. "But you fought well." 

"I had a great teacher," the boy laughed, and shoved his friend.  "Come on, I'll treat you to that wine anyway." 

They went into the castle, chatting animatedly. They sat in front of the fireplace in one of the parlors on the lower level, and Ansol poured his friend a generous glass of wine. Nina had spiced the liquid with a little cinnamon and Kurn drank his glass greedily. Ansol refilled it. 

"How is the work on your new home going?" Asked the soldier. 

"It's going well. The builders are almost done." 

"Are they following the blueprints or are they allowed to put their own touch on it?"

“If they know what's good for them, they'll try to follow the blueprint perfectly." Ansol smiled in amusement. "Otherwise they will have to deal with Amira. I think everything should be finished in two weeks." 

"I passed by there last week and to be honest, it’s impressive," Kurn acknowledged. 

"It is...different," Ansol answered simply with a shrug. 

"It’s not a defensive building," replied his friend. "It looks more like a mansion, and I like it. We are in times of peace and the courtyards and moats are not as necessary." 

"I suppose..." Ansol was suddenly invaded by dark thoughts. 

The shadows in the room danced with the fluctuating lights projected by the fireplace. It was almost noon, but the small room, located in the northern part of the castle, was dim. Ansol stoked the flames and the crackle of the fire filled the room. The young man rested a hand on the mantelpiece and stared at the red glow that flowed from the fireplace as became lost in his thoughts. 

"I know you well," Kurn broke the silence. "Something is worrying you." 

Ansol turned to his friend. Exhausted, he allowed himself to collapse onto one of the velvet sofas in the sitting room. 

"Your eyes give you away, Ansol. I know you aren't sleeping well, and I think it’s because of those nightmares. Am I right?" 

The boy shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He had mentioned the nightmares to Kurn once, but his father had advised him not to do it again, so he had pretended not to be having them. But Kurn knew him too well. 

"They're getting worse," he confessed in a whisper. "I see mutilated bodies, I hear desperate screams, I can almost smell the blood ..." 

Kurn sensed the anguish in his friend's words and knew that nothing he said could make him feel better, so he remained silently beside him, contemplating the fire. Ansol continued to visualize the battle in his mind. What he did not dare to tell his friend is that many of the mutilated bodies, many of the men and women lying inert, were familiar to him. 
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3. THE ENGAGEMENT PARTY
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Amira and Esmeral were busy with the preparations for the party from daybreak. Beautiful flower garlands hung from the ceiling along the entrance hall, giving off a soft fragrance. Everything was arranged in the Great Hall. Plates, cutlery and glasses had been set out on the table for the use of a large group of guests. Some of the food was being arranged already so that the entrees would be there before the first guests arrived. Soon the table was crammed with plates containing nuts, meat patties, cheese with jam, vegetable pie, mashed potato with mint and lemon, and bowls of garnished vegetables. 

The party was beginning to take shape and Amira felt her nervousness growing. Soon she would be sitting next to Ansol, toasting to a future together. 

“It’s time for you to go upstairs and get yourself ready for the party. I'll take care of everything,” Esmeral told her affectionately. 

The young woman ran out of the hall. In the corridor she passed Gelen, who was coming from the kitchen with more plates to put on the table. The assistant gave her a brief wave and sighed. The castle was abuzz with servants running hither and thither that day.

Upon reaching the staircase, she ran into Beatris, who excitedly led her to her room where Caron was waiting to surprise her. On the bed, a pretty purple silk dress stood out against the white bedspread. 

"It’s beautiful," she exclaimed excitedly as she let her sisters help her dress. 

The cuffed sleeves were wider at the shoulders, and a generous V neckline highlighted her tanned skin. A pink satin ribbon cinched the dress under her chest. They were walking downstairs and chatting casually when they ran into their father. Jum wore a luxurious velvet cloak of blue and gold that sweeped the stone floor. Under the cloak, a loose white button-down shirt, a red jacket with gold trim, and black leather pants completed the outfit. His knee-length boots made him appear even taller. He smiled at his daughters and hugged them proudly. 

Just as he was about to say something to them, one of the waiters ran in to announce that the first guests had arrived. Amira took hold of her father's arm and together they went out to greet them. 

The first carriage had reached the courtyard, clattering noisily; a few townspeople came down from it, admiring the ornaments. 

"Good afternoon," the count bellowed affably, his arms outstretched. "Welcome to our party." 

"Good afternoon, Jum," replied the oldest of them, who approached the host to give him a warm hug. 

"Good to see you, Marto. You get older every year, ” the count joked.

"And you think you don't?" The old man replied with a laugh. "Look! The beautiful bride is here.” The man approached Amira and kissed her cheek. 

Many of the townspeople were good friends of the Solsein family, and the count treated his friends like his own family. 

"Please go into the hall and sit where you like," the girl said. 

"Wherever we want?" Marto looked questioningly at his old friend. 

"That's right," the count replied with a broad smile. "You can sit wherever you please."

"Really? Well then, I'll take the best place by the fireplace," laughed the old man. His wife had to run to catch up with him as he passed through the front door. 

More carriages and horses were arriving at the castle and Amira and her father made an effort to greet them all. A girl descended out of one carriage, looking all around her. Her long dark hair sparkled in the sunlight as deep green eyes searched the faces gathered there. 

"Amira!" She shouted when she saw the girl by the door greeting a merchant and his family. The young woman turned and ran into her friend's arms. 

"Zina. I’ve been wanting to see you again." 

Amira and Zina had been friends since they were little girls. They had grown up together, since their families were related. Long summers playing and roaming the valley in search of adventure had forged an everlasting friendship between them. They had been raised together, since they were the same age. Zina had gotten married last spring in the house that she shared with her husband Fin, a renowned merchant who owned a popular shop in town, which supplied the citizens with rugs, furniture, cushions, curtains and all kinds of decorations for the home. "Are you nervous?" Zina asked excitedly. 

"Very much. I feel like a silly girl," she replied, blushing. "I am looking forward to seeing Ansol." 

"Look," Fin exclaimed, approaching the girls. "There he is." 

Amira turned toward the courtyard door and saw Ansol arriving atop Niebla. He was accompanied by his father, Count de Bris; they were followed by a carriage from which his mother and brothers descended. Ansol immediately spotted Amira at the entrance and, jumping off his horse, ran to meet her. 

"You look beautiful," he said, looking at her with that knowing expression that only she knew how to interpret. 

Esmeral appeared at the entrance and instructed those present to hurry into the room and take a seat, because the food was about to be served. When everyone had taken their places, Count Solsein gestured to the servant standing in the doorway and the wine was served. Everyone raved about the delicious fruity taste of the drink as the servants began flooding the room with a variety of delicacies. 

Diners eagerly sampled the menu, eating and drinking until all the dishes were finished. Then, Jum Solsein got up from the chair he sat in and asked for silence. It was time to toast the bride and groom. Everyone picked up their glass. 

"Dear friends and neighbors," he began, raising his glass. "Count de Bris and I thank you for coming today to celebrate with us." 

Caste de Bris then rose from his seat and, raising his glass as well, continued the speech. 

"The union of our children will be celebrated next summer in the house that the future spouses will live in after they get married. And, as is tradition, we ask you here and now to toast to their future happiness." 

"Amira, Ansol," Count Solsein continued, looking at the two betrotheds. "We sincerely wish you a long and prosperous future full of happiness and fertility." 

"So, it shall be!" The entire hall shouted in unison, and the clink of crystal goblets echoed throughout the castle. 

Ansol and Amira blushed at some of the racy comments that began to circulate around the table, almost all referring to their wedding night. Amira shivered with excitement at the thought of their union and Ansol, who was holding her hand tightly under the table, kissed her eagerly. 

Then the music began to play, and the dancing began. Many young couples ventured out onto the floor. Ansol and Amira danced, admiring their reflection in each other's eyes, throughout the entire afternoon.

* * *
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"Everything is ready, my lord." A black-robed guard entered the throne room, bowing to the king. 

"Good," said a dark shadow sitting on the throne. "Get ready to leave at sunset. You know what you have to do." 

The guard left the room without lifting his head, setting off for the field outside the doors of the castle where he was to deliver the order to the army. Several thousand soldiers were camped out there, ready to start their journey. 

The king stood and, emerging from the shadows, walked across the room with his hands behind his back. His black cloak slithered it his wake, and the dull sound of it dragging across the floor accompanied the crackle of the huge fire that burned in the fireplace. Magnus was the sovereign of the Northern Kingdom, the oldest of the four kings. Fredo, the king of the south, his distant cousin, was the youngest of all. 

Magnus stopped upon reaching the only window illuminating the room and stood motionless before it. His hair, once jet-black, almost seemed to flutter with reflection of the flames. A well-groomed beard framed his chin and covered his upper lip, which was puckered in a perpetual grimace of irritation. His eyes, black as night, oozed hatred.

Below, in the frozen courtyard, the army was preparing to depart. The journey was long, which meant that they would not reach their destination for several days. A strange sense of power filled him, and the taste of death filled his mouth. His men would sow his hatred wherever they went, and the thought made him smile. 

"Do not celebrate your victory so soon, my lord. It is not wise,” said a voice to his left. 

A stooped old man appeared from the shadows, leaning on a cane. His gray robes seemed to float as he walked towards Magnus. His eyes, tired and sad, shone in the gloom of the room. His long white hair danced down his back. 

"Keep out of it," the king threatened, looking at him coldly. "I did not ask for your advice." 

"I know, and yet I offer it to you. An uncertain future awaits your endeavor; I have already warned you." The mage stood next to the king and surveyed the courtyard thoughtfully. 

The two shadows drawn by the light coming through the window projected a dark threat onto the cold walls of the castle. In the yard, the soldiers organized themselves before their respective commanders to receive orders. Their leather pants, boots, and capes were all completely black. Even the chainmail and armor were the same color. They looked like an army of crows standing over the white layer of snow that covered the earth. 

As the army prepared to depart, a horseman rode swiftly in the opposite direction, towards the coast, to carry the final orders from his king–a wicked move that Magnus had worked on over months and that absorbed his thoughts completely. 

In the Northern Kingdom the winter was long; too long. The snow would endure for several weeks more. The kingdom, which was bordered to the north by an icy ocean, had hardly any mountains. Small hills dotted the landscape, most of them barren and rocky. Due to the cold temperatures, few trees bloomed in spring. Because of that, the forests seemed like a depressing cluster of dying branches. There were no colorful crops to decorate the landscape and only a small amount of grain could be wrestled out of the ground, with great effort. On the other hand, the game was not scarce; the huge bears that inhabited these lands could provide food for a family for several weeks. 

The kingdom had towns and villages scattered across its terrain, where the inhabitants scraped out their living. Magnus was cruel and authoritarian, and everyone feared him. There were so many laws and prohibitions that could lead a man to the gallows, people were reluctant to leave their homes or to associate too much with their neighbors. Life in the Northern Kingdom was miserable and suffocating, but few dared to flee, and whoever made the attempt never returned. 

However, its army was powerful. But the soldiers were not free men who had chosen their profession, as was the case in other kingdoms. Magnus recruited men, and only men, when they reached the age of fourteen. His lackeys roamed the towns and villages taking every young man who was capable of brandishing a weapon by force, tearing them from their homes amid the pleas of their families and the crying of their mothers. It was fear, and not loyalty, that inspired that great army. 

At once, the Northern Army began to advance southwest with the last rays of the sun, like a black blanket covering the land as it advanced. They marched toward an uncertain fate, crushing the cold, barren land in their wake. 

The war had begun.
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4. THE SOUNDING OF THE HORN
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Ansol was practicing out on the training ground. That day he had chosen to practice with a bow, shooting arrows at a target many yards away, among the trunks of a nearby forest. Most would have had a hard time distinguishing the target from so far away, but for Ansol it was not a problem. 

His trainers had encouraged the boy's innate ability to handle weapons from a young age. He knew how to defend himself with a sword, a bow, a spear, a knife or a dagger. Caste de Bris was very proud of his son's abilities, and for that he had made him commander of his army. 

Ansol gripped the soft, flexible shaft of his bow tightly as he pulled the arrow-loaded string taut, keeping his eye on the target. The leather glove that protected his hand groaned slightly. He focused on a fixed point and the sounds faded away. He no longer heard the shouts of his training partners, nor the clash of steel, nor the neighing of horses. He only heard the wind that would direct his arrow towards his objective. His breathing slowed until he could hear his heartbeat faintly; then, he saw the target as if it were right in front of him. He released the arrow and the string came loose with a hiss. The missile hit the center of the target. 

"Nice shot," said a voice behind him. 

"Thank you," replied the young man to a soldier who had stopped to watch him. "But I could do better." 

Those last words were really meant for himself. He was thinking of Amira, who was the best archer in the entire region. He still did not understand how she did it, but his fiancée didn't need to concentrate as much as he did to shoot, nor did she need to find the perfect moment. She used the bow so instinctively that, even while in motion, the arrow would always hit its target. In a way, Ansol envied her.

The boy stood still for a while, facing the forest as he gazed off into space, trying to dispel the dark sensation that gripped his soul. He had not had any nightmares that night, yet he felt more anxious and nervous than ever. 

Those dreams, which he was having more and more often, left him moody and restless. He knew something was wrong, but he could not figure out what it was. The very idea of war would have seemed far-fetched to anyone. Much had changed since the last dispute; now things were done differently: compromising, negotiating, conciliating. Thus, peace was more durable and people could enjoy a future where they could see their children and grandchildren grow up, and savor all the pleasures that life offered. 

"Ansol!" Kurn yelled at him from the rear door of the courtyard. "A blacksmith from Álcorin is waiting for you in the north room." 

The boy was surprised at first, but then ran towards Kurn excitedly. 

It’s nonsense, he thought as she passed a group of women training on horseback, pushing the idea that his dream could come true from his mind. 

The last war had been fought before he was born; he had never known anything other than peace. His father and Amira's had fought that battle against the Northern Kingdom to provide them a future without the constant threat of war. And that should have been a comfort to him; he should not get carried away by this dark and disturbing nightmare. 

"Is it done already? I didn’t think he would finish it so soon,” he said as he passed his friend, but Kurn just looked at him uncomprehendingly. 

He went into the shed attached to the training ground and put the bow and the quiver full of arrows on a shelf. He hurried through the back door of the courtyard and down the long corridor that led to a hall in the north wing of the castle. When he entered, he saw a pudgy man sitting in front of the fireplace, tanned by the heat of red-hot metal, sipping a glass of wine spice with cinnamon. He got up upon seeing the boy enter and bowed slightly.

"Good to see you," Ansol said, shaking the blacksmith's thick hand. "I suppose you’ve come to deliver my order." 

"That's right," the man replied as he held out a wooden box towards him. "I forged it with a type of steel that comes from a faraway land, on the other side of the sea. This steel is very special because when properly worked it is as sharp and deadly as any other, but light as a feather at the same time." 

Ansol opened the box and the blade of a sword gleamed in the gloom of the room. Its hilt was adorned with small filigree, and the blade, smooth on one side, had strange runes drawn on the other. The boy pulled it out and, brandishing it forcefully, dealt several blows into the air. It was much lighter than he had imagined and the grip was very comfortable. He tested the sharp blade by passing it over a napkin on the table and it split in two at the mere touch of the weapon. Ansol was surprised but smiled in satisfaction.

"I can tell that you are pleased with my work," the blacksmith pointed out proudly. 

"It’s better than I could have ever imagined. It’s excellent work, and I am very satisfied." 

The man smiled as Ansol paid him. He had commissioned the sword on his last visit to Álcorin, two months ago. He had wanted to surprise Amira with this gift on her wedding day, but he decided not to wait and instead to give it to her that very same day. It was Thursday and in an hour he and Amira would meet in their clearing in the forest to continue her training. 

The young man saw the blacksmith off in the main courtyard of the castle and watched the swaying of his carriage as he passed through the southern gate. He thought that the blacksmith's horse, old and tired, would likely take centuries to return to Álcorin. 

He went back into the castle and climbed up to his room to change his clothes, although he kept his chainmail on. Back at the stables, he loaded the package into Niebla's saddlebag, making sure it was well hidden. He galloped as fast as he could towards the forest near the Solsein castle. When he reached the first oaks he slowed down, still making sure that no one saw him. He dismounted to advance on foot through the trees. The pleasant aroma of new life filled the forest. He was grateful for the shade the trees provided; they announced the arrival of summer, which meant that soon, he would marry Amira. 

He stopped for a moment by a small stream to let Niebla quench his thirst. He continued to advance through the thicket, which became increasingly hard to get through. But Niebla and his owner knew the way well and had no difficulty reaching the beautiful clearing where grass formed a dense carpet, dotted with small, colorful flowers. At the southern end of the clearing the grass grew shorter, and that was where their training took place. 

Ansol released Niebla and sat down on the grass. Suddenly he heard a crack to his right, and he turned just in time to see Amira enter the clearing. The girl ran into his arms. They looked into each other’s eyes for a moment before kissing. 

“At last, Thursday." Amira sighed. "It feels as though I’ve waited forever." 

"I have a surprise for you," said the boy, smiling. 

"Where?" 

Ansol took his fiancée's hand and led her to his horse. He opened the saddlebag and took out the elongated box. 

"I wanted to wait until our wedding day to give it to you, but I couldn’t wait." Amira took the present, blushing, and opened the lid of the box. The light reflecting off the sword blade shone on her face. 

"But..." she stammered. "This is for me?" 

"Of course," Ansol laughed, amused. "I commissioned it from a blacksmith in Álcorin a few months ago. I was told that he worked with some strange kind of lightweight steel, so I thought it would be perfect for you.

Amira stared at the sword, unable to believe that it was hers. It looked so beautiful to her. She caressed the filigree on the hilt before grasping it, noticing every detail of the blade, its runes, and the silver gleams it gave off. 

"Come on, try it," the boy invited her. "You will see how light it is." 

He stepped aside to make room for her. Amira held the sword in both hands and realized that it was indeed very light; she barely noticed its weight. She brandished it in the air and waved it to one side, then another, making a sweet, subtle sound. Then she seized it with both hands and, turning around, struck out in all directions, each time more forcefully. When she finally stopped, panting, she couldn't stop smiling. 

"Thank you. It is perfect," she said to Ansol as he approached. 

She grabbed the boy by his coat and kissed him ardently. Ansol wrapped his arms around her and returned her kiss with equal abandon. She let the sword drop at their feet as they surrendered to their burning passion. Amira stretched out on the grass as Ansol kissed her neck. Every once in a while, she would tangle her fingers in the boy's hair and pull him back to her lips. Suddenly a faint sound came through the clearing and Ansol looked out into the forest, alarmed. 

"What’s wrong?" Amira looked at him worriedly. Ansol got up and held out his hand to his fiancée, keeping watch in all directions. They kept quiet for a long moment. 

"It’s nothing, Ansol," Amira finally said. "It’s time for us to start training." 

Picking the sword up off the ground, she walked to the southern edge of the clearing and waited for the boy in a defensive position. Not hearing the sound again, Ansol was reassured. He drew his sword from its sheath as he walked towards her. The girl surprised him with an attack as soon as she was in front of her and he had to quickly avoid the thrust. She laughed in amusement, realizing that she had caught him off guard. 

"I think you’ll be the master soon," the boy said with a laugh. 

"I still have a lot to learn from my betters," she replied as she struck again. 

Ansol defended himself as best he could from the girl’s quick and accurate blows. The sword was very light and Amira, who had trained with a much heavier one, wielded it perfectly. The secret training had paid off, and the new sword was the perfect end-piece to her learning. Suddenly the girl turned to the side and her opponent's sword hit the ground. 

"Is something wrong with you? Are you no longer able to beat me?" she teased. 

"You have the advantage," Ansol complained dramatically. "Your sword is better than mine." 

"Excuses!" Amira attacked him once more. They danced together from one side of the clearing to another, as if performing an improv choreography. The metallic racket of the clashing swords echoed through the forest. Their movements were well measured, so as not to hurt each other. After clashing swords for some time, Amira feigned to the left, but Ansol guessed her move and stepped forward, avoiding the girl’s attack and disarming her. Her sword flew a short distance away and its point drove into the grass with a dull ping. The tip of Ansol's sword was fixed a few inches from Amira's chest. 

"You shouldn’t look to the right when feinting to the left, because it makes it easy to guess your next move," Ansol told her, lowering his sword. 
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