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Chapter 1

     Alethea ran as fast as she could. She held golden-hilted stilettos in her sweaty palms, ready to fight if necessary. The blue mosaic pattern on the floor became a blur as she fought back tears. A voice called out from behind her:

   “Princess!”

   Alethea turned on her heel, ready to fight, only to find Jesse, General and Commander of the Royal Guard approaching fast. Two other knights, one clad in green, the other in red, were right behind him.

   “Princess, you must escape. The safe house is no longer an option.”

   “General, I…”

   “Please, Princess, I implore you. Take Rufus and Mara with you and flee to Glenistan.”

   “I will not.”

   “We don’t have time for this. Milady’s Lord Father and Lady Sister would mourn you so if you were to perish.”

   “And I they.”

   “Princess, I must return to His Majesty.” Jesse turned to face the red knight, “Rufus, do whatever it takes. Make sure Her Highness is safe.”

   Rufus nodded, “Sir!”

   “I am placing my trust in you.” Jesse turned and ran back the way he had come. Mara grabbed Alethea’s wrist in her right hand, while gripping her lance in her left, practically dragging her down the hall. All Rufus could do is stare in horror as his partner treated their princess, the very symbol of their fealty, so brusquely.

   Alethea pulled her arm free and said, “I shall not allow you to force me to with you until I am assured of my father’s and sister’s safety.”

   Mara sighed and rolled her eyes. “Princess Lucretia is still studying abroad, in Malkarikas. Word has been sent, telling Her Highness to remain there. His Majesty continues to lead the defense. The very same defense he has been holding so that Your Highness has an opportunity to escape!”

   Alethea looked down to her feet. “I see. I seem to have been unaware of my Father’s sacrifice-”

   “His Majesty isn’t sacrificing anyone. He’s simply doing what any king, nah, father, would do in his place.” Mara said reassuringly.

   Rufus saw his chance, “Please, Your Highness, let us flee…”

   Alethea took a deep breath, “Very well.”

   They began to run, Rufus in front, Princess Alethea second, and Mara taking up the rear. They ran until they reached a statue, where Alethea came to a sudden halt, forcing Mara to run into her. She looked upon the sculpture with a puzzled expression. A simple, and yet exquisite piece of art positioned neatly in an alcove in the hallway. Rufus, having noticed that he was no longer being followed, had doubled back to where Alethea now stood, gazing at the statue. He saw his companion on the floor and extended an arm to help her to her feet. The statue of the Ancient gazed down upon them, while Alethea gazed up at her, as if in a trance. With a dazed expression, she began to climb the pedestal in a rather un-lady-like fashion. She then proceeded to climb up the woman’s figure, until she could reach the Ancient’s forehead. She stretched her arm so she could reach the Ancient’s circlet, and pressed her palm to the jewel therein. The hall suddenly began to shake, forcing Alethea off of the statue. Rufus moved quickly to catch her as the wall behind the statue slid open, revealing a pathway. The floor, walls and arched ceiling were all made of a rich, pure white marble.

   “Milady! Are you alright!?” Rufus was now beginning to lose his wits.

   “Unnn… I- I am… Ah! What is this!?” Alethea saw the open wall and couldn’t help exclaiming.

   “I don’t know.” Mara said nonchalantly. “But I think it’s worth a shot, eh?”

   “A shot for what?” Rufus demanded.

   “A shot for survival!” Mara said cheerily. “I mean, it beats certain death.”

   “And if it doesn’t?”

   “We’ll find out, won’t we?”

Chapter 2

   Rufus looked around, and, seeing no other option, began to lead Alethea down the white hall. Proceeding in the same order they had been in before, Rufus in front, followed by Alethea, and Mara trailing along in the back; they entered the path. Just as Mara was entering, the wall suddenly started closing. She gave a little yelp and leapt the rest of the way into the opening.

   “Are you alright?” Rufus started, extending a hand to help Mara up.

   “Holy Crystal in Shenbau!” Mara cursed as she stood up, “That could have killed me!”

   “Oh… This… is entirely… my fault…” Alethea fell to the floor and began to cry, finally letting loose her tears of anguish at seeing her homeland destroyed so quickly. It had only been two weeks since word of her country’s imminent fall had spread.

   “Princess. You haven’t done anything that you should be blamed for,” Mara said; sounding serious for the first time since Alethea had met her.

   “Come. We must leave,” Rufus said, helping Alethea to her feet.

   They continued down the tunnel for what seemed like hours, but was actually more like forty minutes, give or take. They could see something looked different about the hall in the distance, though they couldn’t quite tell what. Five minutes later the Princess and her guards got their answer.

   “It’s a dead end! A lousy, freakin’ dead end!” Mara shouted.

   “Calm down.” Rufus began feeling the wall. “When Her Highness opened this hall to begin with, she touched the crystal embedded in the Ancients circlet. Perhaps we must do something similar to leave.”

   “But that doesn’t… I mean… Fine!” Mara pouted, “You win. Let’s see if we can find this doohickey.”

   The two knights began to run their hands along the wall, feeling for some sort of trigger. Rufus started examining a peculiarly shaped pattern carved into the wall, while Mara felt around next to it. She shuddered as a chill went down her spine.

   “Waahh!” Mara screamed, feeling an ice cold hand on her arm; the cold piercing through her sleeve. She turned to see Alethea standing there with the same dazed expression she had worn when she opened the passage. Mara slowly stepped aside trying to peel her princess’s freezing fingers off of her. Alethea stepped forward and touched the center of the glyph Rufus had been examining. Almost immediately, the wall began to shudder, then it slid open; the same as before.

   “Ahh…” Alethea fainted and Rufus caught her by reflex.

   “I am quite certain I touched that pattern the same way Her Highness did…” He trailed off as he picked up the unconscious princess.

   “Well,” Mara started sounding rather matter-of-fact, “Maybe only girls can do it; or maybe it’s because she’s got royal blood, and somehow the wall… um… knew that?” She finished with a pathetic sigh. She shrugged and started out the newly opened door and into the outdoors, where the sun was just starting to set. Rufus, carrying Alethea, followed close behind. The very second the princess left the wall groaned back into place.

   “The hell…?”Mara thought aloud.

   “I wonder…” Rufus agreed. “Perhaps your theory is not entirely wrong.”

   “Huh?”

   “Perhaps it is Her Highness’s royal lineage that provides her entrance to this tunnel and to any others that may exist.

   “Maybe…”

   They started into the forest surrounding them until finding a place to set up camp, where Rufus and Mara set up their bedrolls. Mara unrolled hers and stepped back, allowing Rufus to lay Alethea therein. Mara shrugged, “I’ll take first watch.”

   “Are you certain?”

   “Yeah. Get some sleep. ‘Cause regardless of whether you do or not, I’m gonna wake you in two hours!” She laughed as she piled up some wood lying around, and encircled it with stones. She lit the wood with the flint from her travelsack, and sat back against a tree, contemplating the day’s events, and wondering what was in store for the land she had come to call home.

Chapter 3

   Mara yawned and looked around the dark camp to see Rufus and Princess Alethea asleep in separate bedrolls. She rose from her squatting position and quietly walked over to Rufus to nudge him with her foot. He awoke immediately, alert as ever, “Her Highness! Is she alright!?”

   “Cool it!” Mara hissed. “The Princess is fine. It’s your turn for watch.”

   “Oh. I…” Rufus looked ashamed. “I apologize.”

   “You’re fine. Since you didn’t wake her, that is. Anyway, I’m going to bed. See you in the morning.”

   Rufus stepped outside of the light of the campfire and assumed a crouching position similar to the one Mara had just left. Even though there was only about an hour left until daybreak, he nevertheless treated his guard duty with the utmost sincerity. It was the obligation of a knight to protect his liege without hesitation or thought of oneself. Time passed by quickly, as Rufus found himself somewhat startled by the wakening of Alethea. She pushed herself up from a sleeping position with one arm, forcing herself to sit up.

   “Mmm… Is it morning already, Rufus?” she asked.

   “Indeed it is, Milady,” Rufus replied. “Shall I wake Mara?”

   “Do you think it necessary?”

   “I do, Highness. I believe it imperative that we keep moving until we reach Glenistan.”

   “Then do as you see fit.”

   Rufus moved closer to Mara, bent down beside her and gently shook her shoulder until she woke.

   “Unn… Go away…” Mara mumbled. “I have to save the fork…”

   Alethea cast a confused glance at Rufus. “What in the Sacred Name of the Ancients is she referring to?

   “Mara tends to have… eccentric dreams.”

   “I see…”

   With that, Mara bolted upright, straight as an arrow. “Let’s go!”

   “I wish to correct myself,” Rufus said. “Mara is generally eccentric.”

   After two hours of silence, they reached Quarterpike, a small harbor town in their home country of Falmerae. The town was chock-full of merchants, travelers and mercenaries, perfect for stocking up on supplies for a long trip. They continued to walk in silence, stopping now and then to look inside of stores.

   “Hold up,” Mara said out of the blue. “Princess, with all due respect, we need to behave inconspicuously. So, I was thinking maybe you could act a bit more, I don’t know, common?”

   Alethea was absolutely shocked, “You wish for me to besmirch my heritage!?”

   “No, no! Nothing like that!” Mara quickly tried to defend herself. I just meant that since you’re kinda in hiding…”

   “I believe that what she means to say, Your Highness, is that it would be more prudent to lie low for awhile.” Rufus said.

   Alethea looked down at her knee-length sequined burgundy dress. “Do I truly attract so much attention?”

   “Indeed, Milady. Also, perhaps we could hire some assistance while we are here.”

   “Hmm… You do not think that you are capable of seeing me to Glenistan?” Alethea inquired.

   “As much as I’d like to say we are, it’s simply folly to believe so.” Rufus replied. “No matter how much training we may have undergone, we are still only two people.”

   “Very well, then. I trust your judgment.”

   “I thank you.”

   “Leave the negotiations to me!” Mara jumped in, bright as ever. “I speak Back-Water Barkeep.”

   “Back-Water… Barkeep?” Alethea asked, puzzled.

   “Er… You shall see soon enough, Milady.” Rufus said.

Chapter 4

   They walked down various muddy streets that had rainwater filling up in along the side, until they came across a random bar that Mara was sure “held the guide to the future of Falmerae.” Or rather, the would-be Queen of Falmerae. Since Alethea’s older sister, Lucretia, became engaged to the eldest prince of Mal-karikas, the role as queen had fallen to the younger of the two. The tavern was a dingy little place with dim lighting, driftwood tables and cobwebs in the corner. Alethea suppressed a squeal when she spied rats scurrying across one of the tables. Rufus led her to a small table near the back door, while Mara headed to the bar to get information.

   She waved her hand to get the barkeeper’s attention. “We’re on a bit of a journey. We could use another sword. Know anyone?” 

   The barkeeper just gave her a look and returned to his chore of cleaning a heavily chipped glass. Mara nonchalantly looked around the room and slid a coin across the bar. The barkeeper snatched it up and spent a minute examining it for authenticity.

   “Well, little lady, looks like ye know how we speak in these parts.” He spoke with a thick accent.

   “I try.”

   “What was it ye needed again?”

   “We need another blade for our journey.” She nodded toward Rufus and Alethea.

   “Where ye be goin’?”

   “Glenistan.”

   “Aye. That’s pretty far, so ye’ll be wantin’ a younger feller…” He stroked his chin as if trying to think.

   “We’re in a bit of a hurry.”

   “Can I hear sommore o’ yer sweet persuasion, lassie?”

   “You’re rather direct.” Mara slid another coin across the table. The barkeeper grinned and pointed in response. Mara followed the direction of his finger to see a young man with orange hair sitting alone at a small table, a sword tied to his belt. Mara pointed at him while looking at the barkeeper for assurance. He nodded and said, “I can assure ye won’t be findin’ no one else the help ye in this town. It’s… travlin’ season, fer the warmongers, if ye catch me drift.”

   Mara pretended that that didn’t bother her as she went back over too where her comrade and princess waited. “I think we have our man!” she said brightly.

   “Finally. You certainly took long enough.” Rufus said. “This place is far to disgusting for Milady’s presence.”

   “It’s quite alright, Rufus. However, I do appreciate your concern.” Her expression belied the firmness in her voice. She turned to Mara, “Where is he?”

   Mara gave a grand gesture in the young man’s direction. Alethea rose, followed closely by Rufus, and headed in his direction. Upon reaching his table, the young man barely raised his glance from his mug, and made a slight gesture with his right hand for them to sit. Alethea couldn’t help but notice the scar that ran from between his thumb and forefinger and continued on up his sleeve. She and Mara sat across from him, while Rufus stood behind the ladies.

   “We are in need of your assistance,” Alethea said, sounding more urgent than intended. The young man simply took another sip.

   “Please, I beg of you!” Alethea pleaded with him. “We must journey to Glenistan, and I am in need of further protection.”

   The young man sighed. “You the daughter of some Glenai noblemen?”

   Alethea, a bit confused, replied, “May I ask why you might think such a thing, sir?”

   “Just listen to the way you speak. That’s enough to convince me.”

   “I am not-“Alethea started to protest, when Mara nudged her under the table. The Princess took her queue; “My father is a highly esteemed member of the Glenai knighthood.”

   “Hah. Yet your personal guards wear the crest of Falmerae. Care to explain why your father would send knights of another country to protect his beloved daughter?” Alethea couldn’t help feeling uncomfortable under his green-eyed gaze.

   “I shall not speak further of this until you agree to aid us.”

   “So that’s how it’s going to be, eh? How much will you pay?”

   “I do not have sufficient funds with me at the moment; however, if you should see me to the Royal Palace of Glenistan, you shall be richly rewarded.”

   “Forget it. I only accept jobs that have an assured paycheck.”

   “Is there nothing I can say to convince you to reconsider?”

   “Sorry, Milady.”

   “I see. Then we shall take leave of you. I thank you for allowing me the time to speak with you, sir. Farewell.” She didn’t even bother to try and hide her disappointment.     

   “Farewell.”

   Alethea stood and turned to leave with Rufus and Mara right behind her. Following the barkeeper’s advice, they decided to leave town and continue on with their journey.

   “Pity that didn’t work out; he was kinda cute,” Mara said.

   “Is that all you concern yourself with?” Rufus sounded appalled.

   “Please, do not argue. This journey holds such a firm grip on my heart as it stands. I fear that if I must hear the two of you bicker, I may lose what little control over my emotions that I currently possess.” Alethea had a distant look in her eyes.

   “Apologies,” Rufus and Mara said in unison.

   They continued on toward the exit of the town until they heard a voice say, “Hey, Boss! I found us a pretty one!”

Chapter 5

   “Ahh!” Alethea screamed as a bandit came from behind her and grabbed her around her waist, hoisting her off her feet. “Rufus! Mara!”

   “Princess!” Rufus cried, cutting down the criminal who had grabbed Alethea. Another one came and picked her up just as quickly.

   “Princess, eh? Looks like we’re gonna be rich, boys!” The apparent leader of the bandits said, laughing.

   “Idiot!” Mara hissed at Rufus, then immediately ducked an incoming axe. She whipped out her lance and shishkabobbed her assailant.

   “Uhh…” The bandit fell to his knees as Mara tried to pull her lance from his chest.

   “Damn it!” She cursed. Her lance had caught on bone and was stuck in the now-dead thief. She kept pulling until she sensed someone coming up from behind. Using her lance as a means of support, she jumped and kicked the newcomer with both feet. She hit him in the lungs, rendering him unconscious. She had been focusing so much on the bandits that were attacking her, so she hadn’t had the chance to notice how many were there in all.

   “Argh!” She let out an angry cry as two more bandits came running at her. She snuck a quick glance at Rufus to see him faring just as poorly. His left arm was cut and bleeding near the elbow. Even though it wasn’t his sword arm, the wound still seemed to cause him quite the trouble.

   Suddenly, the sound of metal scrapping against bone filled the air. The bandit leader stood there with a cocky grin on his face, and then slowly sunk to his knees. The young man with orange hair stood behind him, sword drawn and dripping with blood. He stood there, completely still, his eyes closed. Suddenly he shot off, slaughtering the bandit that held Alethea. He slid to a halt, jumped back and caught her before she touched the ground. Saying nothing, he set her down and ran off to kill another one. Amidst the confusion, Rufus and Mara had regained their composure, and, in Mara’s case, weapon.

   Within minutes, the bandits were all dead, unconscious or running. Mara let out a sigh of relief and looked around the blood-stained street. She saw the mysterious warrior kick a fallen bandit; and when he received no response, he continued by wiping his blade on the man’s tattered vest. Alethea gave a horrified shudder, then, looking down at her bloodied daggers; she shakily followed suit. After cleaning her knives, she sheathed them and approached the stranger.

   “Why did you aid us?”

   The young man kept his back to her and said nothing.

   “Please! After the way you treated us, I believe you owe us an explanation,” Alethea remained resolute.

   He turned around to face her and what she saw shocked her. She had been expecting his expression to be one of pride, filled with adrenaline and self-satisfaction over his victory; much like her knights. But the look on his face was filled with pain and sadness. His deep green eyes held so much heart-wrenching agony; Alethea couldn’t help but think; “You poor soul. I cannot help but feel sympathy for you. Sympathy and… What is this feeling? Is it guilt? Angst, perhaps?” 

   “May I at least know the name of the man who saved my life?” She asked amiably, not wanting to risk scaring him off.

   “I don’t think they wanted to kill you.” He nudged a nearby bandit with his foot. “Chances are they were just going to sell you to the highest bidder.”

   “Then the debt I owe to thee shall be increased tenfold.”

   “You don’t owe me anything. I was hunting them for a different employer.” He turned his face away from Alethea. It might’ve been her imagination, but she could’ve sworn she’d seen his face turn red.

   “I sincerely doubt your claim.”

   “Why?” he asked.

   “This is such a vile territory. I find it highly unlikely that someone would seek the eradication of just one gathering of criminals.”

   “Turns out our Princess isn’t quite as naïve as I gave her credit for.”

   Alethea chuckled a response. The young man turned to leave.

   “Come. We should leave.”

   “What?”

   “I suppose I’ll accompany you to Glenistan after all.”

   “Why ever would you…?”

   The young man shrugged his shoulders, then, after a pause, said “Riley.”

   “Hm?”
