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In the year of our Lord 1200, a child will be birthed on the darkest night.  He will be born to the house of kings and carry the potential to save the kingdom from generations of suffering.  To fulfill his destiny and save his people, he must reassemble the Armor of God and learn to harness its power.
- Unknown Prophet
 
 
 
 





 



Chapter 1
 
 
Mat awoke suddenly as he sensed somebody in his room.  In one fluid motion, he rolled out of bed, drew his sword, and prepared to face the intruder.
It was completely dark outside and still two or three hours until sunrise, but his vision was almost as good in complete darkness as it was in full daylight.  He slowly looked around, ready to defend himself from attack.  After scanning the whole room but seeing no one in the dark, he flipped open the door on the shuttered lantern next to the bed and filled the room with light.  To his surprise, he was the only one in the room.
He stood there between the bed and the door for a minute surveying the room. Against the opposite wall was a small table with two chairs.  In the far right corner was a stand with a basin of water on it.
On the wall to the right was a window that looked out onto the street.  The window was open, but he had left it that way because it was unseasonably warm.  His second floor room had no balcony, so no one could have come in through the window and left again without a ladder.  There was nowhere in the room to hide and his search did not reveal any hidden intruders.
Mathias Octavia Vanderwal had been staying in the Roaring Dragon since arriving in Danton a week before.  It was the town’s nicest inn and was where anyone who could afford it stayed.  He had made the two-day trip the day after his 17th birthday and was still deciding where to go next.  His mother’s sister was the queen so he was royalty, but he didn’t have any direct line to the throne.  He was the third son in his immediate family, which removed him even further from any possible ruling responsibility.  As such, he was free to find his own purpose in life, and that is exactly what this trip was all about.
To all outward appearances, Mat, as most people knew him, was nondescript.  He was average height; physically fit but not overly muscular or slender; brown hair and eyes.  In short, there was nothing visible to make him standout in a crowd, but he was far from normal.
At an early age, Mat had learned he understood people, animals, and nature in general better than anybody else he knew.  He could sense what people were thinking, he could communicate with animals in ways nobody else could, and he knew when something in nature wasn’t quite right and understood how to make it better.  He couldn’t explain how he knew, but it had always been that way for him.
His ability to sense other people’s thoughts and feelings made him an excellent swordsman, but he had no love for violence.  When training, he could defeat any sword master he faced, but he never sought out combat outside the training ring.  His ability to sense other people also meant he was almost never caught by surprise, and, while he carried a sword and would defend himself if attacked, violence was always the last option.
After searching the room, he walked to the water basin and splashed some water in his face to clear his senses, but he was unable to shake the feeling that somebody had been in his room.  He had always been able to sense the presence of other people – especially those who meant to cause him harm.  It had allowed him to play many practical jokes on his brothers who used to try to sneak up on him and had enabled him to escape countless tea parties with his two younger sisters.  His ability to sense other people was simply never wrong and he just couldn’t accept that it had been wrong this time.
As he walked back to his bed, he glanced at his equipment on the floor in the corner and noticed something that would change his life in ways he never could have anticipated.
Lying on top of his equipment was the finest pair of bracers he had ever seen. They were made of black leather with steel plates to provide protection.  The steel plates were intricately woven into the leather, it was almost as if the leather had formed around them.
From across the room he could sense their power.  He knew that if he put them on, his life would never be the same, but didn’t know if that was a good thing or not.  Before he made that decision, he had to find out where they came from.
Despite the fact that he had gotten very little sleep before being suddenly awakened, Mat was unable to go back to sleep.  He spent the rest of the night at the small table examining the bracers and wondering who left them for him, why they left them, and what he was going to do with them.  As he sat there, he couldn’t help but think that these bracers were part of God’s purpose for him; that both excited and terrified him.
 



Chapter 2
 
Persephonie looked up at the lighted window across the street on the second floor.  She stood in a dark alley directly across from the inn, the hood of her cloak covering her face, berating herself internally for being careless enough to almost get caught in that room.  She didn’t regret what she had done but knew she would have to be more careful in the future.
What she didn’t understand was how he sensed her presence.  She was sure she had been completely silent, and she was using her Druid powers to further mask her presence, but he still sensed her and almost caught her in his room.  She was forbidden from having contact with the young nobleman, but in her heart she knew that she had to do something to help him find his destiny.  She could justify her efforts to herself as long as she didn’t have direct contact with him.  Hopefully that would keep her from being banished from the Druid Order.
After finding the prophecy about the dark days to come and the potential savior, she had spent years researching it, cross-referencing it with other prophecies, and ultimately tracing the subject of prophecy to this young man – Mathias Vanderwall.  As she stood there watching the window expecting him to look out and find her hiding in the shadows, she repeated the prophecy silently to herself.
In the year of our Lord 1200, a child will be birthed on the darkest night.  He will be born to the house of kings and carry the potential to save the kingdom from generations of suffering.  To fulfill his destiny and save his people, he must reassemble the Armor of God and learn to harness its power.

There were many supporting prophecies and some that disputed this one, but she knew in her heart this one was true.  Finding Mat, as she learned he was called, had been the easy part.  All she had to do was figure out that the darkest night was the longest night of the year, the winter solstice, and find the child born to the royal family on that night.  The hard part was finding information on the Armor of God.  There was almost no mention of it in any written records and she had gotten extremely lucky to find the Bracers of Righteous Might.  Unfortunately, she had no more leads and had to hope that the young man in the prophecy would be able to figure out what to do once he had the bracers.
Now that she had found Mat and delivered the bracers, she was even more convinced that what she was doing was right.  She was determined to follow him to help him find his destiny and fulfill the prophecy.  The hard part was going to be helping him without ever making direct contact.
 



Chapter 3
 
After waking in the middle of the night, sensing someone but finding only the mysterious set of bracers, Mat was not able to get any more sleep.  As the sun rose, he grabbed his gear and headed to the local training grounds where he set up a series of archery targets and began to practice.
Weapons training was something that always helped Mat focus.  By completely focusing on the training, his subconscious mind could work through problems in the background.  He frequently found that he had the answer to a particularly challenging problem after training without consciously thinking about it.  He hoped that would be the case this morning because he had no idea what to do about the intrusion into his room and the mysterious armor.
Archery was Mat’s favorite form of weapons training.  In fact, he loved every aspect of it from creating the bow to fletching the arrows to sending arrow after arrow into the bull’s-eye of a target.  For him, shooting a bow was therapeutic.
The bows he used were the finest in Solandeus, and that was because he created them.  Just like with people, Mat could sense things about the wood he used.  He couldn’t explain it, but he knew which pieces of wood had the right combination of strength and flexibility to create a perfect bow.  He knew which pieces would make the best arrows.  He made everything he used, so he knew it would be right.
Once he was on the archery range or in the forest hunting, he became one with the bow and arrow.  To him, the bow wasn’t an external tool, it was an extension of who he was - a part of him like an arm or leg.  When he pulled back the string and focused on the target, he experienced a feeling of harmony with everything around him and virtually never missed his target.
Despite his lack of sleep and the crisis on his mind, this morning was no different and he emptied his quiver of arrows into the bull’s-eyes of multiple targets.  He had to shoot at different parts of the bull’s-eye because he would invariably hit his own arrows and damage them if he aimed at the center every time.  While it was impressive to an observer to hit an arrow that was already in the bull’s-eye with the next shot, it was a needless waste of arrows. Since he made all of his own, he didn’t want to create extra work for himself just to show off his skill.
As he emptied his third quiver of arrows into various targets, he noticed people were starting to watch him shoot.  While he was proud of his skill, he was not one to show off or try to impress others.  To him, his skill was a personal thing and not something for public display.  He had turned down numerous invitations to compete in competitions and was not in the mood to put on a public display so he decided to gather his arrows and return to his room at the inn.
As he was gathering his arrows, he pondered the mysterious bracers again.  He sensed they weren’t simply forearm protectors.  He could almost feel power radiating from them.  In his heart, he understood they were meant for him.  In fact, they almost felt like they had always belonged to him even though he had never even put them on.  Before he did that, he had to learn more about them.  He hoped a trip to the local armory would provide information.
With his mind clear after archery training, Mat gathered his gear and started his trip back across town to the Roaring Dragon.  The way back to the inn took him past several armories and blacksmiths, so he decided to ask a few questions as he went.  He hoped to find somebody who would be able to shed light on the mysterious bracers.  After speaking to several people, he heard about an armory called the Impenetrable Shield which dealt in premium and potentially mystical armor and weapons.
As he was getting directions to the Impenetrable Shield, he sensed he was being watched, perhaps by the person who left the bracers in his room.  His instincts told him he wasn’t in danger, but he needed to know more about this mysterious stranger.  As he listened, he formulated a plan to learn more about the stranger.  He thanked the vendor for the information and quickly moved down the street.
Mat’s plan was to move out quickly to force his follower to rush after him then try to circle back and surprise the stranger from behind.  As he hustled down the busy street, he could sense that the person following him was indeed speeding up to keep up with him. About 50 yards ahead, just across from the Roaring Dragon, was a short alley that wrapped all the way around the building back into the main street; that was where he planned to spring the trap.
Just before he reached the alley, Mat glanced over his shoulder to see if he could see someone hurrying through the crowd.  He didn’t notice anybody suspicious, so he turned down the alley as planned.  As soon as he cleared the corner, he sprinted around the building to get back to the main street.  As he rounded the corner back onto the street, he saw somebody in a long dark cloak turn down the alley.  The person’s hood was up so he couldn’t see any features, but he was excited that his plan appeared to be working.  He sprinted down the street and turned into the alley ready to catch the stranger by surprise.
As he turned the corner, he came to a sudden stop and was shocked at what he saw . . . nothing.
He couldn’t believe it, there was nobody there.  As he stood there breathing hard from his rapid pace and the following sprint, he tried to focus to see if he was overlooking anything.  As he scoured the alley, he found no sign of the stranger and could no longer sense anybody watching him.
With no other ideas and sweating from the exertion, Mat walked out of the alley and across the street to the Roaring Dragon.  Entering the common room, he was struck by the smells coming from the kitchen and realized how hungry he was.  He needed ask the innkeeper about the stranger he was looking for so he decided it would be a good idea to order some lunch too.
After a few minutes talking to the innkeeper, he returned to his room on the second floor with both good and bad news.  The good news was that a hearty mutton stew would be delivered to his room in just a few minutes along with a nice mug of fresh apple cider.  The bad news was that the innkeeper had not seen any mysterious stranger or anyone at all snooping around his room.
When he reached his room, he inspected the door for signs of entry.  He had wedged a small piece of wood between the door and the doorframe about a foot off the ground when he left.  If somebody opened the door, the wood chip would fall to the ground and tip him off that somebody had been there.  Finding the wood still in place and satisfied no one had come through the door while he was gone, he unlocked the door and entered his room.
Once inside, Mat studied the room to see if anything had been disturbed, but everything was where he left it.  After returning his bow and quiver of arrows to the corner with the rest of his gear including the mysterious bracers, he went to the basin of water and splashed water on his face and arms.  As he dried with a small towel, he looked out the window at the alley where he tried to discover who was following him.  He was completely stumped on how the person got away.  He had seen someone turn into the alley only seconds before he reached it, but once he got there the person was gone.  He turned away from the window, frustrated that his plan had failed, and sat down at the small table to wait for his lunch.
While he was waiting, he put his arm on the table and put his head down.  The lack of sleep and physical exertion of the chase was taking its toll, and he quickly drifted off into a fitful sleep.  As he slept, he saw himself putting on the bracers.  As he slid them on, they seemed to mold themselves to his forearms.  He could sense the power in them.  He felt stronger, faster, and ready to take on any army.  The feelings scared him because he wasn’t a violent person and had no desire to fight anyone; he certainly had no desire to take on an army.  As he stood there, he could sense somebody was there beside him.  He felt it was the person who was following him and had probably given him the bracers.  Before he could turn and look at this person, three quick explosions sounded that shocked him out of his dream.  He awoke with a start, his heart racing, not knowing what had happened.
As he sat there trying to figure out what had happened, he heard the “explosions” again.  Now that he was fully awake, he recognized them as what they were.  Somebody was knocking on the door.  He got up and tried to calm his racing heart as he walked to the door to see who it was.  He opened the door and found the innkeeper holding a tray with a big bowl of stew and a large mug of cider.  He thanked the innkeeper, closed the door, and went back to the table to eat his lunch.
 



Chapter 4
 
The night that Persephonie entered Mat’s room and left him the Bracers of Righteous Might, narrowly avoiding detection in his room, she passed the remainder of the night in the alley across from the Roaring Dragon keeping watch, pondering how she could help him.  More than ever, she was convinced that he was the key to saving the Kingdom, and she was determined to help him fulfill his destiny even if she was forbidden to make contact with him.
As the hours before dawn passed, Persephonie reflected on the last three years.  She had been just 16 when she found the prophecy about Mat.  She had learned so much and traveled to so many places since then.  It seemed like a lifetime ago.
When she first uncovered the prophecy, she shared it with Brom, her mentor.  He discounted it and encouraged her to stop studying prophecy, especially this one.  Several weeks later, when she showed him a supporting prophecy, he ordered her to stop researching it further, forbidding her from contacting anyone who might be involved in the prophecy.  He showed her several prophecies that appeared to contradict the original prophecy, and said she was wasting valuable time on nonsense.  Further, he stated that Druids do not interfere in the affairs of Kings, and it should not concern her.
At that point, Persephonie knew she was on her own, but she felt compelled to learn more.  For the next couple months, she only studied prophecies in secret so no one would suspect she was still searching.  Over that time, she meditated and prayed for insight related to the prophecy.  As is often the case with prayer, her answer didn’t come immediately; it simply appeared one day.
She was studying historic monasteries of Solandeus and looking through a stack of books that was almost as tall as she was.  She felt led to a particular book, and as she paged through it, she found a reference to the Armor of God and the man prophesied to wear it again.  At that point, she knew God had given her the answer she was praying for and that her destiny was tied to the prophecy and the young man it spoke of.  She also knew that she would be on her own and had to make sure Brom and the other Druids didn’t know anything about her quest.
Those first two years were extremely difficult for her.  Because she was a young Druid, she was not allowed to travel beyond the island on her own.  During that time, every spare minute was spent reading the Druid histories to find references to the Armor of God and prophecies about the man who would re-assemble it and potentially save the Kingdom.  The day she turned 18, she gathered all her notes, packed up her bags, and boarded a ship for the Kingdom.
That was just over a year ago.  Since that time, she had explored every corner of Solandeus trying to find the armor.  She was fortunate enough to find the Bracers of Righteous Might, but her luck ended there.  A month ago, she decided it was time to find the young man in the prophecy and try to deliver the bracers to him without being seen.  She traveled to his home town only to find he had left the day before.  It had taken her several days to track him down after that, and she was determined to not lose him again.  Unfortunately, she didn’t know exactly how to help him without being seen so she decided to just stay close to him and learn everything she could about him.
As the sun broke the horizon, she could see Mat moving around in his room.  She had a perfect view of the inn from her hiding spot so it was easy for her to see him leave shortly after sunrise.  She followed him at a distance as he traveled to the training grounds and watched as he shot arrow after arrow into the bull’s-eye of every target on the practice field.
As the crowd watching him grew, she was bold enough to come closer; when she did she could see how special Mat really was.  He moved with a grace she had never seen before.  He was one with his bow and once he focused on his target, there was nothing that would stand in his way.  She knew this level of dedication and determination would be required to find the Armor of God, and she was encouraged to see that in him.
When he left the training grounds, she followed him from a distance and watched him talk to several vendors.  After one conversation, he moved away at a very rapid pace like he was running away from someone.  She increased her pace so she wouldn’t lose him in the crowd.  As he neared the Roaring Dragon, he looked over his shoulder before turning into the alley across from the inn.  She raced after him and was actually worried about his safety.  As she rounded the corner into the alley prepared to defend him if need be, she found no one there.
She quickly realized that she was the person he was running from and sensed he was trying to trap her.  Fortunately, she is an extremely agile climber and was able to scale the wall of the building and pull herself onto the roof just as Mat raced around the corner trying to trap her. She lay there on the roof hiding from him for several minutes.  Eventually she heard him walk away and peaked over the front of the roof and watched him disappear into the Roaring Dragon.
For the second time that day, she scolded herself for almost getting caught.  She knew she wasn’t being careless, it was more about Mat’s extraordinary ability to sense what was going on around him.  She could already tell he was somebody special.
She didn’t yet know how she would do it, but she again vowed to herself that she would do everything in her power to protect him and help him achieve his destiny.  She would need to be more careful around him, however, because he obviously knew when she was near . . . and the thought of that brought a smile to her face.
 
 



Chapter 5
 
After eating lunch, Mat felt better and was ready to learn more about the bracers.  He put them in his equipment bag and headed to the Mercantile District and the Impenetrable Shield.  As he walked through the crowd, he thought about how he had gotten here.
Mat had grown up with every material thing he could ever want or need.  His family had been important and influential in Solandeus for generations, but the marriage of his aunt to the King had elevated his family’s stature even further.  Unfortunately, being the middle of five children was a forgotten place to live at times.
His oldest brother, Gregory, was the heir and was groomed to take over the family estate.  His second oldest brother, Gavin, trained to be a knight in the King’s Guard and would probably be a general someday.  His brothers treated him well but were mostly too busy to be bothered by their younger brother.
Mat’s younger sisters, Sarah and Elizabeth, had been doted on since the day they were born.  They were perfect little princesses and would certainly marry into powerful families when they were older.  They loved being princesses, and he hoped they would find love and not be forced to marry for duty instead.  He loved all his brothers and sisters, but his youngest sister, Little Lizzy to him, held a special place in his heart.  She was 10 years younger than him, and she was just now starting to develop her own personality.  He missed her already and didn’t like to think about how long it might be before he saw her again.
Growing up, his family life was good, but not great.  Everybody loved each other and got along well for the most part, but the focus was always on his older brothers or younger sisters.  It allowed him to do almost anything he wanted, but it got really lonely at times; this was the main reason he decided to leave home after his 17th birthday and try to find his own way in the world.  He didn’t necessarily want to leave home, but he knew he had to do something with his life.  Danton was the closest real city so that’s where he headed.  Once there, he rented a room and tried to figure out where to go next.  A week later he was still in Danton and had no further plans, but the mysterious bracers would probably change that.
While walking through the mercantile district, he saw shops of every kind.  There were clothing stores, jewelry stores, general supply stores, and almost every other type of store you could imagine.  The one type of store he didn’t see anywhere was an armory.  Those shops were typically near the stables and blacksmith shops which were on the other side of town, but he had been told by several people that the Impenetrable Shield was in the Mercantile District.
Nearing the end of the street, he could see it dead ended up ahead.  He decided he must have missed the shop and started to turn around and retrace his steps when he saw what he was looking for.  The shop looked old and abandoned.  The curtains in the window were closed so he couldn’t see inside.  On the door of the shop was a faded sigh with a shield behind three broken arrows.  If he hadn’t turned right in front of the shop and looked straight at the door, he never would have noticed it.
He approached the Impenetrable Shield wondering when someone last entered the shop.  As he opened the door and crossed the threshold, a large black cat suddenly appeared and jumped right at his face.  His martial training kicked in and he threw his upper body backwards and twisted to the left to avoid the cat.  As he righted himself and stepped the rest of the way into the shop, the oldest man he had ever seen scrambled out of the back room waving a long, twisted stick in the air.
“You get out of here you worthless, good for nothing, no mouse catching, fat cat!” screeched the old man swinging the stick back and forth over his head.  His white hair stuck out in every direction and looked like it hadn’t been combed in a week.  His short white beard was just as crazy.  He continued to scramble towards the open door after the cat, oblivious to the fact that somebody else was in the room, and almost hit Mat in the head with his stick before he noticed he wasn’t alone.  “Who the heck are you?  Did you see a fat, worthless cat run through here?” he demanded to know.
Mat was so taken aback he just stood there staring at the crazy old man and wondered what he was doing in this shop.  He finally gathered his thoughts and answered “Good sir, my name is Mathias, and I was told you were an expert in fine armor.  If it is a bad time, I can come back later.”
At this, the old man’s demeanor quickly changed, and he flashed a smile that showed a mouth full of crooked, yellow teeth.  “Oh, a customer you are” he cooed.  “You have come to the right place.  I have all the finest armor and weapons.  I have collected pieces from every corner of the kingdom and many places beyond.  Whatever you want, I can provide . . . for a price of course . . . hee hee hee!”
Mat marveled at how fast the old man’s demeanor changed once he thought he had a paying customer in his shop.  “Well, good sir” he replied, “I already have the armor I need, but I would like to ask you some questions about a special piece I recently acquired.”
Upon hearing this, the old man’s demeanor changed again, and he bitterly replied “If you aren’t here to buy anything, quit bothering an old man and get out of my shop.  I have no time for information seekers.  I am not a librarian!”
“No, wait.  You don’t understand,” Mat implored.  “What I meant to say is that I recently acquired some armor and I, umm, need to ask some questions about what would be the best weapon to use with it.  Of course I want to buy something.  I, uhh, just need you to tell me what I need.”
“Oh, I see.  You have come to the right place then,” the old man said as he walked to the window and opened the curtains flooding the room with light.  He moved behind the counter and said “Well, let’s see what you have, and we can find you a perfect weapon to match.”
Walking to the counter, Mat looked around the shop for the first time.  Almost every square inch of the walls was covered with swords, shields, axes, and weapons of every kind.  There didn’t appear to be any pattern to where things were hung.  Things seemed hung anywhere there was room for them.  Most of the pieces looked old and worn out, but mixed in were weapons and pieces of armor that appeared to be of very high quality.  As he approached the counter, he noticed that many of the items hanging behind the counter had runes and symbols etched into them, and he swore that a couple of the items had a slight glow to them.  He started to think he was in the right place after all as he sat his equipment bag on the counter and opened it.
Mat pulled the bracers out of his bag and sat them on the counter.  The old man’s hands started shaking as he gingerly reached out and touched one of the bracers.  “Oh my, oh my, oh my,” he repeated.  “These are very rare indeed.  These designs and symbols haven’t been used in a thousand years.  This can’t be.  It just can’t be.  These can’t possibly exist,” he softly whispered.  If his hearing wasn’t superb, Mat would not have even heard what the old man said.
Mat blinked, trying to comprehend what he heard, as the old man turned around and grabbed an exquisite battle ax with a three foot handle off the wall.  Before Mat could ask what he was doing, the old man spun around and swung the battle ax down on the bracers.  Mat stood there in horror watching the battle ax slice through the air down onto the mysterious bracers.  “What are you doing, you crazy old man?” Mat screamed.  He felt crushed.  Even though he had never even donned them, he had felt a bond with the bracers, and his heart broke to think they were now destroyed by this crazy old man.
“Just what I thought,” the old man mumbled completely ignoring Mat.  “I thought these were just legend . . . never thought I would see them . . . What does it mean?”
Mat regained his senses and looked at the bracers on the counter.  There wasn’t a scratch on them.  Somehow, the battle ax hadn’t even scratched the bracers.  He reached across the counter and grabbed the old man by the shoulders with both hands.  “What are you muttering about?” Mat demanded.  “What do you know about these bracers?”
The old man kept mumbling to himself and Mat had to shake him to get him to stop.  The old man shook his head and slowly looked up, staring Mat in the eyes.  “These bracers can’t exist.  They are a thing of legends only,” the old man said with complete clarity.  “That battle ax has an enchanted blade and will slice through the finest of steel armor.  It didn’t even scratch your bracers.  I don’t know who you are or where you got them, but I want no part of them.  If these are real, bad things are happening in the world.  I will tell you no more.  I want no part in it.”
“Please, you must tell me something,” Mat begged.  “I don’t know anything about them, but I sense they are powerful, and I sense they are for me.  I had a vision earlier today, and I need to know more.  Please help me!”
“I will tell you one thing,” the old man flatly stated.  “After that, you will leave my shop and never return.  Do you agree?”
He needed to know more.  He knew this crazy old man had information he desperately wanted but could see the fear in his eyes.  “Ok, I agree, but please, please tell me as much as you can,” Mat implored.
The old man looked him in the eyes and slowly shook his head.  Mat got a feeling of dread as the old man said “If these bracers are what I think they are, many legends and prophecies surround them.  They could signal the destruction of our world or the salvation of our kingdom . . . or both.  If you want more information, the monks at the Basilica Monastery may be able to tell you more . . . they may not.  Either way, I am done with you.  You will leave my shop and not return.  That was our deal.  Now, go!”
Mat stood stunned for a minute trying to process what he had just been told.  In a daze, Mat grabbed the bracers and put them back in his equipment bag.  He grabbed his bag and walked to the door.  As he reached the door, he turned around to thank the old man for his help, but there was nobody there.  It was as if the old man had just vanished into thin air.  Mat turned around and walked out the door, closing it behind him.
He stood outside the shop for many long minutes trying to comprehend everything he was just told.  He wondered how much was real and how much was the ravings of a lunatic.  As he slowly walked back through the Mercantile District, Mat repeated the old man’s words over and over again in his head trying to decide what to do next.  He had gone to the Impenetrable Shield to find answers, but he felt like he just had more questions now.



Chapter 6
 
Mat sat at the small table in his room at the Roaring Dragon studying the maps of the realm he had brought with him from home.  His family had an extensive collection of maps of Solandeus and the Great Northern Kingdom.  When he left home on his journey, he had taken a large map of the realm as well as several detailed maps that showed specific areas of the kingdom.
The map he was currently looking at showed the northeast corner of the kingdom.  It showed everything from the Wall of Salvation to the eastern shore down to Port Ludenberg.  Danton, where he was currently staying, wasn’t on this map but the King’s Highway ran from Danton to Port Ludenberg and was the fastest way to travel.  Once he reached Port Ludenberg, he could travel north towards the mountains of the Great Divide and find his way to the Basilica Monastery.
The first portion of the journey would take him two or three days depending on how hard he pushed his horse.  Normally, he would take his time on the trip, but he felt a sense of urgency to find out more about the bracers so he planned to start early and travel late into the night before stopping.  This would mean traveling after dark which was always a little risky, but the King’s Highway was usually pretty safe and he was certain he would be able to protect himself from attack with his sword.
After returning from the Impenetrable Shield earlier, Mat had settled his account with the innkeeper.  He paid for that night’s stay, his dinner which was getting cold on the table next to the maps, and some travel rations that would be delivered to the stables and loaded up in his saddle bags for him at first light.  Now that he had his travel plans set, he rolled up the maps and put them back in the map case he carried them in.  All that was left to do was eat his dinner and try to get some sleep.
Even though the sun had set hours ago and he had gotten very little sleep the night before, Mat was not ready to sleep.  He couldn’t stop thinking about what the old man had said about the bracers and, even more than that, he couldn’t get over the fact that a razor sharp, enchanted blade had not even scratched them.  He didn’t know exactly what they were, but they were definitely enchanted in some way.  He was tempted to take the bracers out of his equipment bag and put them on, but the old man was definitely afraid of them and he decided that it would be prudent to find out more about them before he tried them out.
After sitting at the table picking at his food for what seemed like hours, but was probably only 30 minutes, he removed his boots and lay down in bed.  It felt so good to get his boots off and lay down that he scolded himself for not doing it sooner.  Despite all the thoughts running around in his head, he closed his eyes and was soon asleep.
 
- - - - - - - - - -
 
Mat opened his eyes and looked around the room.  As he lay there on his back, he could see that it was still dark out and he wasn’t sure why he had woken up.  He didn’t sense anybody else in the room like he had the night before, but something felt out of place.  He propped himself up on his elbows and looked around the room a little closer.  As he was looking around the room, he noticed a glow coming from his equipment bag.  He rolled out of bed and walked over to the bag which was sitting on the table.
As he approached his bag, he could feel energy radiating from it.  It was like heat waves, but there wasn’t any heat; like buzzing, but there was no sound.  Whatever it was, he could feel it radiating from his bag which was now glowing even more intensely than when he first woke up.
Like a moth drawn to flame, Mat approached the bag and opened it up.  He slowly reached inside and pulled out the bracers.  Without thinking, he put them on.  As he pulled the second one into place on his left forearm, he was instantly transported to another time and place.
He sat on a white horse on top of a small hill overlooking a battlefield.  The battle was intense as thousands of knights in ancient armor battled ferocious barbarians wearing nothing but leather garments.  The knights were well trained and fought as a unit, but the barbarians outnumbered them 10 to 1.  The knights were skillful, wore sturdy armor, and brandished fine steel weapons while the barbarians fought with reckless abandon and swung crude weapons of stone and wood.  He could instantly tell that this battle wasn’t going to end well for the knights if something didn’t change.  There were simply too many barbarians.
He looked down at his own ancient armor and knew it was from a bygone era.  He wore the mysterious bracers and could feel them pulsing with energy.  He felt like they were urging him into battle.  He looked to his left and right and knew his legion of men was the last hope for this battle.  They were 1,000 strong and the finest warriors in the Kingdom, but he didn’t know if they would be enough to turn the tide of this battle.
Mat raised his sword in the air and yelled “CHARGE” as he kicked his horse into action.  To his left and right, his cry was repeated as a thousand horses thundered down the hill into the frenzied battle.  As the barbarian hoard saw the new enemy charging them, thousands of them broke away from the fight and ran towards the new enemy charging at them.  As Mat neared the battle, a giant of a man separated from the pack and came right at him.  He looked to be 7 foot tall and swung a huge wood club with ease.  Mat raised his sword and brought it down at the giant barbarian as the huge club swung towards his head . . .
Mat bolted upright in his bed looking around the room frantically.  Sweat poured down his face and his heart was racing.  He looked around trying to figure out where he was and what was going on.  His head slowly started to clear and he realized it had all been a dream and he was safe in his bed at the Roaring Dragon.  He looked over at his equipment bag on the table and for just a second he was sure he saw a glow emanating from the bag, but as he shook his head to clear it, everything was dark again.
As he sat there trying to calm his racing heart, he knew there was something special, even mystical, about the bracers.  This was the second time they had entered his dreams and he had no reason to believe he wouldn’t continue to see them in his dreams until he learned more about them.  Even though it was the middle of the night, Mat knew he wasn’t going to get any more sleep so he started packing up his stuff and prepared to leave at first light.
 



Chapter 7
 
The first rays of sunlight found Mat in the stable saddling his horse.  Spirit was prancing around full of energy.  He could feel Mat’s impatience to go and was ready to be on the road again after spending more than a week in the stable.  Mat and Spirit shared a special bond and each of them knew that the other was feeling anxious.
Being able to bond with animals and know what they were thinking and feeling was another one of the special talents that Mat possessed.  Just like with his other gifts, he really had no idea how he did it, but he had always been able to communicate with animals in certain ways.  In this case he could sense Spirit’s anxiety and knew that a lot of that was being projected onto the horse from him.  As he always did, he was able to soothe him and get him to relax with his gentle touch and softly spoken words.
As the stable boy finished loading up the saddle bag with travel rations, Mat strapped his equipment bag onto the saddle with the cylindrical map case, bow and arrows, and shield.  Once everything was in place, he mounted up and prepared to leave.  As he rode out of the stables, he thanked the stable boy for his help and turned towards the rising sun and the road to Port Ludenberg.
 
- - - - - - - - - -
 
It was an uneventful first day of travel.  Other than stopping a few times to feed Spirit a little bit of grain and to drink some water when they passed near streams, they continued east at a steady past.  Shortly after the sun set, Mat was starting to think about finding a place to spend the night when he noticed a glow up ahead.  He couldn’t tell from where he was, but it looked like it might be from a fairly large camp of travelers.  It was impossible to tell if they would be friendly so he proceeded with caution.
As he slowly rode closer, he could start to make out some details of the camp ahead of him.  The first thing he noticed was a group of wagons that were circled around a large bon fire.  The closest wagons appeared to be painted red or yellow and he could see that one of them had a picture of pots and pans painted on it.  As he got closer and could make out more details, he couldn’t help but smile.  He thought back to his childhood and remembered when groups like this had pulled into the keep at Rolling Rock.  He knew that they were a group of misfits that many people tolerated but didn’t embrace, but to a boy who was often left to his own devices, the Gitanos brought stories of travel and adventure that he couldn’t get enough of.
The Gitanos were a nomadic people that lived in small groups of 20 to 50 people and had no permanent home.  They traveled the kingdom buying and selling goods, repairing pots and pans, sharpening knives, and doing almost any other odd job that needed to be done.  When they pulled into a big city, they usually stayed busy for up to a month helping the local citizens but were actively encouraged to move on as soon as they had served their need.  They were a friendly people, but rarely accepted outsiders into their traveling groups and very few ever left their group to join mainstream society.
As he approached the ring of wagons, he dismounted and tied Spirit up to a small tree.  He could see there was a large fire in the middle and a lot of people sitting around it in a ring laughing and telling stories.  He walked between two wagons, knocked on one of them to get somebody’s attention and called out “Hail to the camp.”
Several of the men closest to him turned from the fire and looked over their shoulders at him, but none of them made a move towards him and nobody signaled him to come closer.  As he stood there unsure of what to do next a large man walked around the group from the other side of the fire towards him.
The man approaching him was huge, easily a head taller than Mat. He had a shaved head, a large hoop earring hanging from his left ear, a thick dark mustache that curled up on each side, and a deep tan.  He wore a deep red sleeveless vest with a large golden eagle stitched on each side.  The vest revealed a strong, muscled chest and the man’s arms were bigger than most people’s legs.
“Look at who we have here everybody,” he called out to the camp.  “I do believe this is little Mathias from Rolling Rock all grown up!”  This brought a cheer from the camp and several people yelled greetings to Mat.
He couldn’t believe his good fortune.  Not only was this a band of Gitanos, it was the same group that regularly visited Rolling Rock.  The large man who was approaching him, Arajin, closed the gap and picked Mat up in huge bear hug and spun him around.  Arajin was the leader of this particular group of Gitanos and had been all over Solandeus and had also traveled extensively north of the Great Divide Mountains.  While most children were scared of this huge man, Mat had always been fascinated by him and had spent every minute he could listening to his stories when he visited Rolling Rock.
“Come and join us,” Arajin invited.  “I haven’t seen you in several years and can tell you have grown much.  The fact that you are out here all alone is proof of that.”
“It’s been a long day,” Mat replied, “and I could definitely use the company of old friends.  A warm meal wouldn’t hurt either if you can spare some dinner.”
“That we can do,” boomed Arajin, “and we can probably share some stories too!”
As Mat joined the group around the fire, he could feel his worries melting away.  He had been under constant stress for the last two days and it felt good to relax by a fire and listen to stories like he used to when he was younger and the Gitanos visited Rolling Rock.
After an hour or so of listening to stories and enjoying a hot meal, the topic of conversation inevitably came around to him.  He wanted to tell them about the bracers, but wasn’t sure yet that he wanted them to be public knowledge. 
“I decided to leave home after my 17th birthday a couple weeks ago to travel and find my way in the world,” Mat told them.  “I heard some stories of mystical armor and that the monks at the Basilica Monastery might have more information.  I didn’t have anything else to do so I decided to travel up to the Great Divide Mountains and seek out more information at the monastery.  That’s where I’m heading now.”
“That sounds like a fantastic adventure,” somebody said from behind him.  Mat turned to see one of the boys he remembered playing with when the Gitanos visited, Banji.
“I wish I could go on an adventure like that,” Banji continued.  “I travel a lot, but it all seems like the same thing over and over again.  Unfortunately, I have responsibilities here and we are expecting a lot of work when we reach Port Ludenberg tomorrow.”
Mat wasn’t ready to share about the bracers yet so he didn’t really want company right now, but after visiting the monastery, he might change his mind.  He wanted to keep his options open so he replied “Maybe after I visit the monastery, I can find you in Port Ludenberg and if your work has slowed down, you may be able to join me on the next stage of my journey.”
“I’d like that,” said Banji.
The camp was already starting to settle down and Mat knew he needed to get up early and continue his trip.  He thanked Arajin for his hospitality and promised to talk to Banji again in the morning before he left.  He went back to Spirit and removed his saddle, brushed him down, then gave him water and food before returning to the fire.  He found an open spot on the ground around the fire and, using his saddle as a pillow, covered up with a blanket and fell into a fitful sleep.
As he slept, Mat dreamt of the same battle he had been part of the night before.  Each time, as he charged into battle, he woke from his sleep confused as to where he was.  The battle seemed so real and the feelings he experienced were still there when he woke up.  When the sun finally started coming up, he was ready to resume his journey and stay out of the ancient battle that kept invading his dreams.
Before Mat left, he shared a hearty breakfast with his old friends and thanked them again for their hospitality.  He promised to find Banji in Port Ludenberg after he visited the monastery and see how he was doing.  The whole group stopped their preparations to leave to say good bye as he rode out of the camp heading towards the rising sun and Port Ludenberg.
As he rode out of the camp, Mat reflected on the possibility of Banji joining him on his quest.  He wasn’t ready to share anything about the bracers yet, but hopefully after he visited the Basilica Monastery, he would have a better idea of where he was heading.  It would be really nice to have an old friend like Banji with him, but he wasn’t sure if he would be doing him any favors by involving him with whatever it was that he had gotten himself into.
 
 



Chapter 8
 
Three days later, Mat found himself in the foothills of the Great Divide mountain range.  He had made good time after leaving the Gitanos and spent a short, mostly sleepless night in Port Ludenberg before moving on.  The trip north after leaving Port Ludenberg was much slower than the journey from Danton.  The roads and trails he traveled by weren’t well maintained and meandered to and fro instead of going from one point to the next in a straight line.  The last two nights he had found small towns to stay in, but tonight, he was going to have to make camp by himself which made him a little nervous.
He was only a few hours from the monastery, but the sun was going down and the mountain trail he was on was too dangerous to try to travel after dark.  He had been looking for a good spot to make camp for the last half an hour and was afraid he wasn’t going to find a good place to camp when he suddenly came across an established camp site.  It wasn’t in use, but it looked like it was a regular stopping point for travelers to and from the monastery.  He would have preferred to be a little further from the trail, but felt fortunate to have found a campsite at all.
The first thing he did was start a fire so he could see what he was doing.  After that, he took off Spirit’s saddle, brushed him down, and gave him food and water.  He was returning to the fire to prepare some travel rations when he sensed he wasn’t alone.  At first he thought it was the mysterious stranger that had been following him in Danton, but he quickly realized that there were two people out there and they definitely weren’t interested in helping him.
After a brief pause, he continued what he was doing so he didn’t give away that he knew he wasn’t alone.  Mat knew that turning the element of surprise around on somebody who was trying to sneak up on you was the easiest way to quickly end a confrontation.  Since he was outnumbered his best bet was to end things quickly.
As he continued preparing the campsite, he worked his way around the fire so he was between the unknown strangers and the fire.  This would allow him to keep his back to the fire so it didn’t blind him in the dark and they would have to look at him directly in front of the fire.  It would outline him perfectly, but it would help mask his movements.
If the strangers were more patient, they would wait until he lay down to go to sleep and try to surprise him in his sleep.  He sensed they were anxious, though, and he knew that would work in has favor . . . unless they had a bow and just decided to shoot him in the back, but he figured they would have done that already if they were going to.  As he reached into his bag to, presumably, get out his travel rations, the strangers made their move.
“Well, well, well, what do we have here,” one of the men said as they stepped out of the cover of the woods.  “We’ve got somebody trespassing on our territory.  I hope you can afford the toll.”
Mat stood up and turned to face the two men.  His right hand was on his sword belt and his left hand was holding a small crossbow behind his back.  In the flickering firelight, he could see both men clearly and neither one of them looked like they were going to back down, but he wanted to give them a chance.
“I didn’t realize this was your territory,” Mat said.  “I don’t want any problems, I am simply traveling to the monastery and needed a place to camp for the night.  I will gladly share the campsite with you.  As you can see, I’ve already got a fire started and I have enough trail rations for all three of us.”
The small crossbow behind his back was his own design.  It could take down a man at 25 yards and was loaded with a bolt that was dipped in a powerful poison that would render a man unconscious in seconds.  It only lasted about 30 minutes, but that should be more than enough time to deal with the second man one on one.
“Uh, uh, uh.  It’s not that simple.  You see, you have wronged us deeply and for that you have to pay.  I think that horse would cover the damages you have caused me,” replied the man on the left.
“And I will take your sword and the rest of your equipment to pay for the damages you have caused me,” added the man on the right.
“Gentlemen, I don’t think that will be possible,” replied Mat, “because I really need my horse and equipment.  I assure you that it’s in your best interest to move on and forget you saw me.  I don’t want any trouble, and you have no idea what you are getting yourselves into.”
“Well how about that, he doesn’t want any trouble,” the man on the left sneered as he drew his sword.
That was all the provocation Mat needed.  Before the first man’s sword even cleared the scabbard, he had a crossbow bolt in his right shoulder.  It hit him with enough power to spin him around and before he could turn back to face Mat, his knees buckled and he fell to the ground unconscious.
“Well, that brings the odds down to one-on-one,” Mat announced to the remaining thief.  “I suggest you forget this endeavor and be on your way.”
“You speak pretty confidently for somebody who is about to have his head separated from his body,” the second man replied as he raised his sword over his head and charged Mat.
The move didn’t surprise Mat at all and as the thief swung his sword down at his head, Mat raised his sword over his head to block.  As the blow connected with his sword, he stepped to his right and deflected the sword blow to his left causing the thief to overbalance and almost fall head first into the fire.  He recovered quickly though and spun slicing his sword at Mat’s stomach.  Mat stepped back easily avoiding the blow then stabbed forward with his sword.  His sword point found the man’s heart and he was dead before he even knew what had happened.  He pulled his sword from the man’s body and looked around the now quite campsite.  The only sound was the crackling fire and chirping crickets.
The battle was over almost as fast as it started.  One man was unconscious and the other was dead.  Mat stood there shaking for several minutes trying to catch his breath and calm his nerves.  Just as he started to catch his breath, he was hit by a wave of nausea that dropped him to his knees retching.
This wasn’t the first man he had killed, but it was always the same after the adrenaline wore off – it made him physically ill.  He hated violence, but refused to back down from bullies and thugs.  He was superbly trained and was aided by his ability to sense people’s emotions and intentions so, in most cases, he could disarm somebody attacking him.  However, in the dark against two opponents bent on harm, it came down to defending himself or dying and in this case defending himself resulted in one of the attackers dying.  He regretted that the man had to die, but didn’t regret defending himself.
After emptying his stomach, Mat cleaned himself up and had a small drink of water to try to get the taste out of his mouth.  Once he felt a little more stable, he went over to the first man to see to his wound.  The crossbow bolt was embedded solidly in the man’s shoulder, but had not hit bone.  He pulled it out and examined the wound.  It looked like a clean wound so he rinsed it out with a little water then bandaged it up.  After that, he tied the man’s hands and legs and propped him up against a tree tying him to it so he couldn’t get loose.
While Mat waited for the first thief to regain consciousness, he straightened up the campsite and wondered what forced these two men into such desperate measures.  Were they honest men who had turned to crime out of necessity?  Where they simply following evil desires in their heart?  Regardless of how they had gotten there, he didn’t want them to die and the weight of the man’s death was heavy on Mat’s heart.
While he was thinking about the situation and cleaning up the campsite, he heard the man that was still alive stir.  He walked over to him and threw a cup of water in his face to wake him up fully.  The man shook water from his face and looked up at Mat with hatred in his eyes.
“You know I could have easily killed you,” Mat said.  Fortunately for you, I value human life.  Unfortunately for your partner, I value my life as well and in defending it, I was forced to kill him.  The wound in your shoulder is clean and I have bandaged you up.  In the morning, I will take you with me to the monastery and turn you over to them.”
“I’m gonna kill you,” the man spat.  “If you think you can get rid of me this easily, you have another thing coming.  I’m gonna make you beg me to kill you.”
Mat was in no mood to listen to idle threats and walked over to the man and gagged him.  
“I pray that you reconsider,” he told the man, “because I really don’t want to have to kill you too.”
After saying a quick prayer for the dead man’s soul, Mat actually fell asleep quickly.  He slept with his right hand on his sword and the loaded mini-crossbow in his left hand.  The lack of sleep and stress of the previous few days must have taken their toll on him because he slept through the night without dreaming and woke at dawn refreshed and ready to put the night before behind him.
Mat ate a quick breakfast then he saddled up Spirit and draped the dead man over it.  He cut the ropes tying the other man’s feet together and attached his bound hands to the horse’s saddle with a short rope.  Once everything was loaded up and the captured thief was tied to the saddle, they started off at a brisk pace.  He led the way on foot and never looked back to see if the captured thief was keeping up on his own or was being dragged along.  He had every intention of making it to the monastery before noon and if that meant dragging the thief, so be it.
 



Chapter 9
 
After almost getting caught for the second time, Persephonie changed her tactics.  She wanted to know as much as she could about Mat, but it was not essential that she follow his every move.  She continued to follow him, but from a distance.  She also focused on his thoughts and feelings a lot more than she had previously.  It was obvious to her that he had a lot of natural talent and could be a powerful Druid if properly trained.  However, he was completely raw and had no idea what he was capable of, while she had been trained in the Druid arts since she was 12 years old.  This should give her the upper hand when it came to avoiding detection, and she was determined to use that to her advantage.
The same afternoon she had almost been caught the second time, she followed Mat to the Mercantile District completely undetected.  She watched him go into a weapons and armor shop and went into a dress shop next door to try to sense what he was doing.  While she was unable to get any definite ideas as to what was being discussed, she could hear there was some sort of commotion and sensed Mat’s confusion when he left.  After he left the armory, she went into it to see if she could learn more, but when she entered the shop she found it to be completely empty.  There was a fascinating battle ax laying on the counter, but there was no sign of the shop owner; after calling out several times, she gave up and left.
By the time Persephonie left the Impenetrable Shield, she could no longer sense or see where Mat was.  She wasn’t too concerned, though, because she knew he would eventually wind up back at the Roaring Dragon, so she headed that way to wait for him.  Once she got there, she learned that Mat had paid for his stay and ordered travel rations to be delivered to the stables in the morning; this meant he was planning to leave.  She didn’t know where he was going, but she was going to be ready to follow him in the morning.
In order to get ready, she forsook watching Mat for the night and walked across town to the stable where she was keeping her horse, Jade.  Jade was a pure white mare that she acquired when she made it to the mainland of Solandeus a year ago.  She had the most unusual green eyes Persephonie had ever seen.  She had been drawn immediately to her, and they had formed an immediate bond.  Jade was not only her horse, for the last year she had been her best friend.
She spent some time brushing her and making sure all of her gear was in good shape for the trip.  After arranging for travel rations to be delivered in the morning, Persephonie found a place in the hayloft above the stables to get a few hours of sleep.
As she drifted off to sleep, Persephonie thought about all the lonely nights she had spent like this.  It wasn’t just the last year that was lonely for her, it was essentially her whole life.  During her six years training to be a Druid, she was around a lot of people, but at the end of the day she still felt alone because she couldn’t share with anybody what she was secretly working on.
Before becoming a Druid, she was even lonelier.  Her mother had passed away when she was very young, and her father had raised her.  He did his best and she loved him for it, but he was a fisherman and was gone most of the time.  He cried a little when she left to become a Druid, but she thought he was probably relieved to not have to worry about her any more.
She never saw her dad again after she started training as a Druid; he had died in a shipwreck when she was 16.  At times she felt sadness, but it was more for the idea of what she missed out on than sadness for any specific loss.  After indulging in melancholy for a few minutes, she pushed the thoughts from her mind and focused on the journey ahead.
The following morning, she woke before sunrise and saddled Jade for the journey.  She left her there while she walked back to the stables at the Roaring Dragon to see what direction Mat would head.  After seeing that he was heading east, she returned to get Jade and rode out of town after him.
She followed him east to Port Ludenberg then north towards the mountains of the Great Divide.  The first three days and nights went smoothly, and she was able to follow at a safe distance and avoid detection.  By that point, she was pretty sure he was traveling to the Basilica Monastery where she had obtained the bracers, and she knew there was a good chance that he would learn about her from the monks.  She had used her Druid powers to encourage people to forget she was there, but somebody would probably remember her.
By the end of the fourth day, they had entered the mountains and were only a few hours from the monastery.  Mat had found a spot to camp and was brushing his horse when she spotted him and hid a safe distance away.  As he finished taking care of his horse and headed back to the fire, she sensed two other people in the woods close by.  She tied up Jade and crept towards the camp to keep an eye on what was happening.
She was considering how to warn Mat without revealing herself when she noticed him pause and change what he was doing.  From her days of watching him, she realized this meant that he was also aware of the other people so she relaxed a little, at least until she saw them emerge from the trees and it became obvious that they were planning to rob him.
She had run into men like these multiple times over the last year while she was traveling.  A lone traveler was always a target for thieves, and a young lady by herself was even more of one.  She had cracked quite a few skulls with her staff and had shot a couple with her bow, but had never had to kill anybody.  She wasn’t sure if this instance would turn out that way.
She watched from the shadows trying to decide how to help him without revealing herself and decided that helping him was more important than staying hidden.  Before she could take any action, however, Mat quickly defeated both men.  One of them was definitely dead, and the other one appeared to be unconscious with a crossbow bolt in his shoulder.  She didn’t think he was dead but didn’t know how he could be unconscious like that if he was still alive.
As she looked at the aftermath of the fight, she could sense that Mat was very upset by the situation.  She could feel his internal turmoil and knew that he was not a person who enjoyed combat and the taking of human life.  She watched with compassion as he dropped to his knees and got sick; she was impressed when he cleaned the wounds of the man whom he shot with the crossbow.
As she observed his actions after the battle, she knew he was a young man of noble spirit, and she was certain he was destined to reassemble the Armor of God and save his people.  She vowed to watch over him and protect him as he slept that night and knew that the time was soon coming when she would have to reveal herself to him and fully commit to supporting his quest, even if it meant being banished from the Druid Order.  She only hoped he would accept her help and not shun her because she had not come to him up front.
 
- - - - - - - - - -
 
The following morning, Persephonie watched Mat walk out of camp leading his horse with the dead man draped over the saddle and the second man walking behind the horse, hands bound together and tied to the saddle with a short rope.  She followed at a close distance to make sure he made it the rest of the way without any more problems.  After he entered the monastery, she made camp within sight of it to wait for him to come out.
While she waited, she spent her time reflecting on the journey so far.  She knew he was seeking information about the bracers and would probably learn about the Armor of God when he was inside.  He might even learn of the prophecies about him.  All in all, her plan seemed to be working, and she was excited to see where Mat would head next.
By the third day, she started to get worried.  She had spent each day watching the main gate of the monastery waiting for Mat to emerge and start his quest in earnest.  She felt better about her involvement and thought she might be able to stay secret and avoid risking her status as a Druid.  When the gates opened midway through the afternoon, she was more than ready to get going, but when she saw the party of two that was leaving, her heart fell.
The first man out was fully armored and riding one of the largest war horses she had ever seen.  He looked to be a stern man and did not appear to be in a good mood.  It was the rider on the second horse that sent a sense of panic through her.  Mat was on his horse being led by the first man.  His hands were chained together and tied to his saddle.  His head was down, his clothes were dirty, and he appeared to have gotten very little sleep or food since she last saw him.  She didn’t understand what was going on, but knew she had to do something to fix it.
There was only one road to the monastery so she knew where they were going to travel.  Given the time of day, it was likely that they would make camp at the same place Mat had when he was attacked by the thieves.  She returned to her own small, hidden camp to retrieve Jade and her supplies then made her way back to that camp.
By the time she caught up with the two men, it was getting dark and they had stopped at the campsite as she had predicted.  There was a fire lit, and she smelled something cooking.  She tied up her horse and approached the camp on foot.  As she got closer she could hear the two men conversing.
“You have to believe me, I didn’t steal the bracers.  Somebody left them in my room while I was sleeping,” Mat explained.
“So you want me to believe that armor that has been stored safely at MY monastery for the last 300 years magically appeared in your room, and you had nothing to do with the disappearance,” the knight replied.  “You claim that somebody left them in your room and has been following you ever since, yet you have never seen that person.”
“But that’s the truth,” Mat pleaded.  “I don’t know who left them for me, but I know they are following me still.”
“Well, you better hope they show up soon,” the knight replied, “because once we get to Port Ludenberg and I turn you over to the constable, you will be in a lot of trouble if you don’t have a better story than that.  Do you know what the penalty is for stealing a religious artifact?”
“Please, if you’re out there, help me.  Tell this man the truth!” Mat pleaded as he looked around the campsite.  He seemed to look right at her, but she knew that was probably just her guilty conscious.  Either way, it was time to act.  She couldn’t let him be punished for something she did.  If he was going to save the kingdom, he certainly couldn’t do it while rotting in a dungeon.  She only hoped she wouldn’t have to take his place in a cold, dark cell.
“He’s telling the truth,” Persephonie said as she stepped into the firelight.  “He didn’t take the bracers. I did.”
 



Chapter 10
 
Mat sat in a large, padded chair facing the door waiting for someone to come talk to him.  He had arrived at the Basilica Monastery shortly after noon and turned over the thieves to the monks: one for burial and one for incarceration.  After asking to speak with somebody about mystical armor, he was ushered into this room and told that someone would be with him shortly.  Apparently, their definition of shortly differed greatly from his, because he had been sitting there by himself for over an hour and was starting to get bored.
The room contained thousands of books on built-in book shelves that stood from floor to ceiling on the two side walls.  The back wall was dominated by a large window that overlooked the mountains and had a large, intricately-carved dark wooden desk in front of it.  The desk appeared to have been regularly used because there were papers strewn all over it. The door he was staring at was a large, plain windowless wood door.  When the door slammed open, he jumped up, lost his balance, and fell right back into the chair awkwardly.
The man who walked into the room was dressed in full chain mail armor and appeared to be very angry.  He carried a battle helmet in his left hand and looked like he was ready to draw his sword and take out his anger on whomever happened to be in his way.
“You better have a good explanation for marching in here demanding to know about things that you have no business asking about!” the man yelled as he strode towards Mat.
Mat knew that this monastery housed a large number of knights, but he didn’t expect to be talking to a knight, and he certainly didn’t think he was going to be confronted by an angry knight.
“Sir, I don’t know what I did to offend, but I just wanted to learn more about mystical armor and I was told this order would be a good place to start,” Mat replied as calmly as he could manage.
“Well, you better speak quickly before I throw you out or throw you in the dungeon.  This is not a topic spoken about lightly since the theft a month ago of armor we have been in possession of for 300 years,” the man said.  “I will give you the benefit of the doubt for now, but you better clear things up quickly or we are going to have problems you and I!”
Mat didn’t know what had happened here, but, somehow, he knew this man was referring to the bracers he now possessed.  He knew he wouldn’t get anywhere without being completely honest, so he turned around, opened his bag, and pulled out the bracers.
“Sir, you have to believe me,” Mat said as he turned around holding the bracers.  “I have no idea how these came to be in my possession, but I think these may be what you are missing.”
“Son,” the man replied, “I think you better tell me how those came to be in your possession.  Your answers will have a direct bearing on whether you leave here today in chains or not.”
With nothing to gain by hiding things, Mat told the man everything that had happened since he awoke in the middle of the night to find the bracers in his room.  He told the man about the dreams he had and the feelings that the bracers were meant for him and were drawing him in.  When he described the old man at the Impenetrable Shield, he noticed the man nodded to himself slightly and wondered what he knew about the crazy old man.
“Sir, now that I have told you everything I know, can you tell me more about these bracers?” Mat asked after he finished telling his story.
For a minute, Mat thought he was going to refuse, but then he started to speak softly.  “Four weeks ago I was out on a training exercise with most of the knights stationed here,” he started.  “When I returned, I learned we had been visited by a Druid who said the prophesied one had been found and needed the bracers.  The Druid disappeared and so did the bracers.  Nobody remembers anything about the visit including what the Druid looked like.”
“How is that possible?” Mat asked.
“Druids have special abilities,” he replied.  “They can sense people’s thoughts and feelings and, with training, can learn to control, or at least influence, people’s thoughts and actions.  They seem to have a special bond with almost any living thing.  What I don’t understand is why a Druid would have been here.  As a rule, they avoid the affairs of the world and stay isolated on their island out in the Westyros Sea.”
“Do you think that Druid is the one who left the bracers for me?” Mat asked.
“It’s certainly possible,” the knight responded.
“Well, that may explain how the bracers came to be in my possession,” Mat said, “but it doesn’t answer why me and what is so special about them.”
“To answer that,” the knight replied, “you need a history lesson.  To start, I need to tell you something that very few people know.”
“My name is Michael,” he said, “and I am head of an organization tasked with protecting the secrets of the Armor of God.”
He couldn’t say for sure where the thought came from.  It was probably the stress.  “So let me get this straight,” Mat said, barely able to contain a laugh, “very few people know your name is Michael?”
For the first time since he entered the room, Michael smiled and shook his head in amusement.  “Oh my, I needed that,” he said.  “I have been so caught up in the missing bracers, I have thought of nothing else over the last month, and it was really starting to take its toll on my mind.  It’s nice to laugh a little.  I don’t think I have even cracked a smile since I learned the bracers were gone.”
“Ok,” Michael continued, “let’s get to that history lesson I mentioned.  Many people have heard of the Armor of God, but they think it is only a religious reference to using God’s Word to protect a person from the evil in the world.  What most people don’t know is that there really was, and still is, physical armor.”
Michael went on to tell Mat about the history of the armor, including the last time it was seen together in one piece.  That was 300 years ago at the Battle of Salvation.  In that battle, the armor was worn by a man named Gideon who led a charge of 1,000 knights who turned the battle in favor of Solandeus and drove the barbarians back across the Great Divide.  This was the last great battle before the building of the Wall of Salvation, which started the unprecedented period of peace in Solandeus that has lasted 300 years.  Gideon disappeared during the battle and was never seen again.  The Armor of God had also not been seen since then with the exception of the Bracers of Righteous Might, which had been at the Basilica Monastery under the protection of the knights stationed there.
As he listened to the story of Gideon’s last battle wearing the Armor of God, Mat couldn’t help but think that the battle from his dreams was, in fact, that battle.  He commented on that possibility, and Michael admitted there were definitely similarities.
“There is a prophesy,” Michael continued, “that says the Armor of God needs to be reassembled in order to save the kingdom.  The days of that prophesy are upon us, and I would say the Druid who took them certainly thinks you are the one destined to do it.  Can you tell me when you were born?”
“I was born on December 21 in the year 1200,” Mat replied.
“December 21, the winter solstice,” Michael said, “the longest night of the year; some would say the darkest night.  The only thing missing is royal lineage, and I’m guessing you will tell me that you are, in fact, royalty too.”
“Well, my aunt is the queen,” Mat replied.
“I would think that certainly qualifies,” Michael said, “but with prophecy you can never be sure.  It’s important to be cautious when considering prophesies.  They don’t always tell the whole truth, and not all prophesies come to fruition.  Many times, you can’t even decipher them until after they are fulfilled.”
“I understand what you are saying,” Mat replied, “but I feel like this one is at least partially accurate.  I can’t tell you how I know it, but none of what you told me is surprising.  It’s like I am listening to something I already know.”
“If that’s the way you feel,” Michael said, “I have no choice but to pledge my service to you.  I will be your guide and protector on this quest, and, if it turns out you are destined to wear the Armor of God, I will be honored to serve you.  If we’re going to do this quest, we need to get started as soon as possible, but there are some things we need to take care of before leaving.”
With that, the quest for the Armor of God was officially under way.  Mat and Michael spent the next few days researching legends from all over the kingdom about the individual pieces of armor and putting together a plan on where to search first.  They even came up with a scheme to trick the mysterious stranger who was following Mat into coming forward. 
Mat also learned that the Bracers of Righteous Might could reportedly be used by a righteous man to sense the location of the other pieces of armor if they were close enough.  He wasn’t ready to try them on yet, but he knew that day was going to be soon, and he looked forward to that with both anticipation and dread.  He knew that once he put them on there would be no turning back, and he couldn’t help but think that was more responsibility than any 17 year old should have to face.
 



Chapter 11
 
Mat and Michael both turned to look at the person who just stepped into the firelight.  The stranger wore a black cloak with a raised hood; their face wasn’t visible, and they stopped just inside the trees, not coming any closer.
“So this is the mysterious Druid who stole the bracers from the monastery and has been following you around for the last couple weeks,” said the knight, Michael.  “I think it’s time you started explaining your actions.”
Michael walked over to Mat and removed the chains that bound his hands together and told the Druid, “Depending on how good of story you tell, these may or may not get used on you next.”
The Druid took two steps closer to the fire and pulled back her hood.  Mat was surprised to see a teenage girl, probably only a couple of years older than himself.  She was tall, almost as tall as him, and had long, dark brown hair.  As their eyes locked, he felt like he already knew her and that she knew him.  Considering he had sensed her presence several times already and she had been following him, he wasn’t surprised by that revelation.
“My name is Persephonie,” she said, “and I am a member of the Druid Order.  At least I was until now.  All that may change because of this encounter.  I have been researching the Armor of God, the prophecies related to it, and eventually Mat for the last three years.  I did so against the wishes of my mentor, because I believed it was important, and now likely face banishment from the order.  You have to believe me when I say that everything I did was for the greater good.”
“Regardless of your intent,” replied Michael, “you still need to account for your actions.  Please take a seat with us and tell us your story.”
With that, Persephonie joined them around the fire and told her story.  She started with finding the prophesy three years earlier and being forbidden to interfere with kingdom affairs.  She shared all the things she learned and how she determined that Mat was the one spoken of in the prophecies.  Through it all, she appeared, to Mat, to be pleading for acceptance into their group, and he felt like she was making the plea directly to him.  It was almost as if Michael wasn’t even there.
When she got to the part about obtaining the bracers, Michael interrupted her.  “If you believed your cause was just,” he asked, “why did you revert to deception to get the bracers?”
“When I first went to the monastery, I had no intention of stealing them,” she replied.  “I didn’t even know if they existed.  When I found out the knights were out on a training exercise and that nobody would be able to answer my questions, I decided to snoop around on my own.  I tried to be discrete, and I used my Druid talents to encourage people to forget about me even being there.  When I found the bracers, I just took them and left as quickly as I could.  I know what I did was wrong, but I believed, and still believe today, that Mat needs them.”
As she told them this last part, she looked over at Mat, and he could tell from that look that she had complete faith in him.  It made him feel good to think someone had faith in him, but he really didn’t know if he would be able to live up to her expectations.
“I know I should have been open with everyone from the beginning,” she added, “but you have to understand that being a Druid is everything I have been since I was 12 years old, and I was afraid to give that up.  By making contact with you, I have disobeyed a direct order from my mentor and will likely be banished from the order.  The fact that I have chosen you over the Druid Order should prove my intentions are good.  I will join you and openly help you now, if you will have me.”
“Honestly, I have felt like you were part of the quest the whole time, because I knew you were following me.  I’m glad you are officially with us now,” Mat said.
“I have already decided to serve and protect Mat, so I guess I have to go along with his decision,” Michael agreed.  “Welcome to the quest for the Armor of God.”
“Now that you are one of us,” Mat said, “we need to tell you what we have learned over the last few days.”
As the last few remarks sunk in, a scowl came over Persephonie’s face as she said, “Wait a minute, you said you decided to serve Mat.  Why was he in chains if you were serving him?”
“Oh, yeah, we should probably tell you something,” Mat said.  “We needed to know your intention, so we came up with the plan to pretend I was being arrested to see if you would come to my rescue.  You did, so everything is good now, right?”
Persephonie was now standing close and looking down at Mat.  He stood up with the intention of calming her, but she shoved him back down with both hands and continued to glare at him.
“What you did was not right,” she shouted at him.  “You tricked me into giving up my life as a Druid.”
“Ok, I think we have all been tricked or deceived in one way or another,” Michael said.  “The key is that we are all on the same side now, and from here on out we are completely open and honest with each other.  Agreed?”
“Agreed,” Mat said.
“I don’t think I have much of a choice,” Persephonie added, “do I?”
“We have a long trip ahead,” Michael said, “so we should get some sleep.  We all have a great deal to think about right now, so I think we should wait until morning to discuss everything else.  There will be plenty of time to talk tomorrow.”
Michael volunteered to take the first watch, so Mat and Persephonie tried to get comfortable for the night.  It was apparent that the group didn’t entirely trust each other yet, but that would improve with time.  
Before he closed his eyes to attempt to sleep, Mat turned towards Persephonie and said, “Thank you for coming forward to save me.  Even if I wasn’t truly being arrested, it was nice of you to intervene.”
She looked at him briefly, but didn’t say anything.  She rolled over facing the other direction and ignored him.  She knew what they did wasn’t done maliciously, but she was still mad at both of them.  The fact that she felt somewhat guilty for what she had done only amplified her feelings of anger.
As Mat closed his eyes to sleep, he thought about the mysterious Druid who thought he was destined to save the world, or at least the Kingdom.
As Persephonie drifted off to sleep, she thought about the young man she had chosen to help.  She knew it would probably mean her banishment from the Druid Order.  At this point, she didn’t know if she had made the right choice.
As Michael looked out into the forest, he thought about the two teenagers he was caught up with and wondered what the heck he had gotten himself into.  Part of him thought he was making a mistake, but a bigger part of him was excited to be involved in something that could change the world. He hoped that they would be up to the challenges that were certainly coming their way, and he hoped that he could guide them on their journey.
 



Chapter 12
 
Persephonie woke shortly after sunrise.  She had slept all night long because she had not been awoken for her turn to stand watch.  As she sat up, she saw that Mat was still sleeping and realized that Michael must have stayed up all night standing watch over them.  She didn’t see Michael anywhere, but saw that the fire was still burning.
Persephonie stood and stretched to loosen her muscles after sleeping on the hard ground.  While she was working the kinks out of her body, Michael emerged from the trees carrying a pot of water.  He appeared to have a lot more energy than someone should after staying up all night long.
“Good morning,” he said to her as he walked to the fire and hung the pot over it.  “I got some water to make oatmeal with.  I know it’s not much, but it will sustain us.”
“I have been on the road for a little more than a year now and am accustomed to sparse provisions,” she replied.
“Most days, it will probably just be oatmeal for breakfast,” he said.
“Why didn’t you wake me for my turn at standing watch?” she asked with a bit of an edge to her voice.  “We are all in this together, and you have to sleep as well.  I have been on my own for over a year now, and I can carry my share of the load.  You don’t need to protect me.  I am not a child!”
“I know,” he said, “but I had a lot to think about and pray about last night.  By the time I sorted through my own feelings, the sky was already starting to get light, so I decided to get started on breakfast.”
“Ok,” she replied, “but from here on out, we are equals on this journey.  Each of us must carry our own weight.”
“Agreed,” he said, “let’s wake up Mat and get ready to go.”
“Mat’s already awake,” a voice said from behind them, “and he agrees that we each should carry our own weight.  I am appreciative for the full night’s sleep, but we all need to contribute to this quest if we are going to be successful.”
As the group sat around the fire eating the breakfast Michael had prepared, they discussed their plans for the first stage of the quest.  Michael did most of the talking, and Mat occasionally commented on what he thought.  Persephonie was still upset about being tricked and didn’t respond, but she did listen to what was being said.
During their days of research before leaving the monastery, Mat and Michael had found many legends in the archives.  They were planning to look for the Sword of Spirit first.  Multiple stories spoke of a mystical sword sitting at the bottom of a large lake somewhere northwest of Port Ludenberg.  The biggest problem was that there were many lakes in the region, and none of the legends around the Sword of Spirit said which lake it was supposedly thrown into.
One legend spoke of a lake that mysteriously changed from being crystal clear to impenetrably murky.  This supposedly happened about 300 years ago.  That lake was called Stone Lake, and that was the first place they were going to search.
“When I first read that legend,” Mat said, “I thought that the murky water was a way to keep the sword hidden.  Something about the legend just seemed to be right, so I thought it was a good place to start.”
“I am less certain,” Michael said, “but if Mat is the one destined to reassemble the Armor of God, we are going to have to trust his judgment.”
Stone Lake was about a day’s journey from where they currently were, and they hoped to camp on the lake’s shores that night.  With their course set and breakfast done, the group of three packed up camp and prepared to leave on the first leg of their journey.  There was still underlying tension among the group, but that should get better as they traveled together on the quest.
As they left camp, Michael led the way.  He had never been to Stone Lake, but he had traveled the area extensively during his 20 years at the Basilica Monastery.  As they rode, he thought back over the last two decades.  It was something he rarely did, but he now thought back to his first days at the monastery.  He had been Mat’s age when he first arrived asking to train with the monks and become a Basilican Knight.
He had grown up an orphan in a small town near Port Ludenberg.  The townsfolk were nice enough to him, and he always had a place to stay and food to eat, but he never truly belonged.  Nobody knew who his parents were.  He had simply shown up one day when he was a couple of years old.  He didn’t know his exact birth date, but sometime around his 16th birthday he left that small town and found his way to the monastery.
Living at the monastery had given him something he had never had before: a home.  In his first days there, he learned about God, and for the first time in his life, he felt like he had a home, felt like he mattered, and felt loved.  He dedicated his life to learning, training, and serving.  Within two years, his hard work and dedication paid off, and he officially became a Basilican Knight.  He quickly rose through the ranks and had been the Knight Commander for the last 10 years.
Through all his years as a knight, things had been relatively peaceful.  There had been only a few small incursions of barbarians from north of the Great Divide and an occasional group of bandits harassing travelers on the mountain roads.  His skills had been tested in battle only a half dozen times over those 20 years, but he was always ready when it was required.
He knew the days of peace would come to an end, and that was what he and his order trained for.  Now that it was possibly at hand, he couldn’t help but wonder if he could have done more to prepare.
As Knight Commander of the Basilican Knights, he had access to all the legends and prophecies.  He had told Mat he was head of the order tasked with protecting the Armor of God, but he didn’t tell him their whole purpose.  The order was formed to prepare for the violent days foretold when the armor would again be needed.  If the Armor of God was again being reassembled, it could only mean that war was coming; this war would be unlike anything previously known.
The prophecies were very clear, in many cases, as to what would need to be done and the suffering that would follow.  This knowledge had always haunted him and now that he was traveling with the young man who might have to fulfill those prophecies, it was going to be even harder to keep the secrets to himself.
For now, this knowledge was a burden on Michael’s heart that he had to bear alone.  There was no reason to share this with Mat and Persephonie yet.  In fact, there was still a chance that the prophecies were wrong and now was not the time of prophecy at all.
He actually hoped that they would be unsuccessful finding the armor; that would mean that now was not the time of prophecy and the Kingdom could continue to know peace.  But even as he thought it, he felt in his heart that the time of prophecy was quickly approaching.  He just hoped that his young companions would be up to the challenges they would soon be facing.  He knew it was up to him to help them be ready.
 



Chapter 13
 
It was long after sunset when the weary group of three finally made their way to the shores of Stone Lake.  At least, they were pretty sure it was Stone Lake.  There were several distinct landmarks that would confirm it was the right lake, but it was too dark to see them.  Fortunately, there was a clear sky and full moon which provided enough light to follow the trail or they would have had to make camp hours earlier.
As soon as they got there, Mat, Michael, and Persephonie dismounted and took care of their horses.  They removed their gear and saddles and brushed the horses down.  Once that was done, they led the horses to the lake to drink.  While they were there, all three riders splashed water on their faces and arms to clean up a little.  The water was cool and refreshing, and they all felt quite a bit better after that.  They were tempted to drink the cool water, but given the reported murkiness of the lake, they decided it would be best to avoid drinking the water until they could investigate it further in the morning.
After watering their horses, the group tethered them and fed each of them some grain.  They agreed to find the horses somewhere to graze the next day.
With the horses cared for, the group set about making camp.  Michael worked on making a fire pit while Mat and Persephonie gathered firewood.  They were all pretty tired, and there was still some tension among the group, so there wasn’t much talking.   They quickly had camp set up and a fire started.  It was agreed that Michael would take the middle watch because his years of experience had helped train his body for campaigning.  He could fall asleep quickly, wake after a few hours to stand watch, then get back to sleep quickly for the rest of the night.  Mat volunteered to take the first watch, and Persephonie agreed to take the third watch.
As Michael and Persephonie got comfortable around the fire, Mat wandered away from the campsite looking for a good place for keeping watch.  About 30 yards from the camp, Mat found a large rock, a small boulder really, to sit on.  From his seat he could see the camp, but wasn’t close enough for the fire to hinder his night vision.  As he settled in for his watch, he looked across the lake wondering if tomorrow would be the day they found the sword and what that might mean to his future.
 
- - - - - - - - - -
 
The night passed without incident, and by morning everybody was rested and ready to start the search for the Sword of Spirit.  Their plan was simple:  Mat was going to try on the Bracers of Righteous Might to see if they truly would lead him to the sword.  There was only one flaw with this plan – the sword was somewhere out in the lake and they didn’t have a boat.  For some reason, they had all assumed there would be a boat there for them to use, but as they looked around the beach there was nothing in sight.
On the positive side, with the sun up, they were quickly able to find the landmarks that confirmed that this was, in fact, Stone Lake.  Their current camp was located on the southern shore.
Since there was no way to start searching the lake just then, they decided to split up and explore the area after eating another bland breakfast of oatmeal and dried berries.  They still needed to find a source of clean water, so Michael went in search of one of the many streams that fed the lake.  According to the map, there were several to the east of their current position, so he headed that way.
Mat and Persephone headed west hoping to find a boat they could borrow or something else helpful for their search.  Persephonie took her bow, and Mat carried his miniature crossbow.  They didn’t think they would need weapons to protect themselves, but if they were lucky
they might stumble across a deer or something else that would make a delicious meal.
As they set out, there was no speaking for quite awhile.  Eventually the silence began to weigh on Mat, so he spoke.
“That’s a nice bow,” Mat commented, “are you a good shot?”
The scowl on her face told him he wasn’t making things better, but he wasn’t going to give up.  They were going to be traveling together and needed to be on better terms.
“The bow is my favorite weapon,” he continued.  “I actually make my own bows and arrows.  I even made this miniature crossbow I brought with us.  I really like working with wood and can usually sense which pieces of wood are best.  I don’t know how I know, but I can tell which pieces have the right combination of strength and flexibility to make the best bows.”
Persephonie looked like she wanted to say something
but didn’t.  He noticed she wasn’t scowling anymore so at least that was a step in the right direction.
After a few more minutes of silence, Persephonie finally said, “You are a really good shot with your bow.  I saw you practicing back in Danton.”
“I like hunting with the bow,” Mat added, anxious to keep the conversation going.  “I don’t get a chance to do it very often, but some of my favorite memories from growing up are occasional hunting trips with my father and brothers.”
This made Mat think about his family.  He had now been away from home for over two weeks, and that was the longest he had ever been away from his family.  That thought dampened his mood, and he wondered when he would see any of them again.
Persephonie saw his demeanor had changed and now she worked to keep the conversation going so he didn’t withdraw into himself. “I never really went on hunting trips,” she said, “but this bow has provided a lot of meals for me over the last year.  I’m not as good a shot as you, but I usually hit what I’m shooting at.”
“Maybe we’ll see a deer, and you can show me how good a shot you are,” Mat said, smiling and nudging her.  “Venison would be a huge upgrade over oatmeal or bean soup.”
“I hope so too,” she agreed.  “Oatmeal and beans provide nutrition, but they certainly don’t make me look forward to the next meal.”
For the rest of the morning, they continued to chat as they searched for a boat.  They didn’t see any deer or other meal-worthy animals, but that wasn’t too surprising since they were stomping around and not making any real effort to be quiet.  By mid-day, they were getting hungry and decided to return to the campsite.
When they got back to the campsite, Michael was already there.  He had tethered the horses in a patch of long grass so they could graze and had a pot of water heating by the fire.
Mat and Persephonie looked at each other and groaned.  “Ugh,” Mat said, “it looks like bean soup again.”  They both chuckled.
Michael gave them a perplexed look but then asked them about their search.  After learning they didn’t have any luck finding a boat, Michael told them about the streams he found feeding the lake.  There was plenty of fresh water, and he replenished their water supply.  There were several natural pools that would be perfect for bathing, and there were other spots that looked like they might be good places to catch fish.
Since they hadn’t found any boats to borrow, they would have to build their own.  They had plenty of rope, so all they needed to do was cut down some trees and tie them together to make a raft.  At least that was the plan.  None of them had ever built a raft, but it sounded simple enough so they were pretty confident they could do it.
It was starting to look like the endeavor to find the sword was going to be a multi-day search, so they decided to work on setting up a more substantial camp.  While Mat worked on cutting trees to make their raft, Michael worked on building shelters for the group.  Persephonie took her bow and went into the woods to hunt for something better tasting than bean soup for dinner.
 
- - - - - - - - - -
 
By the time the sun set, Michael had created a small shelter for each of them.  They were simple structures that opened up towards the fire pit, but they would block the wind, and if it rained, they should keep the group dry.
Mat had also finished the raft and had two long poles to guide the raft across the lake.  The whole lake was supposed to be shallow with it rarely getting deeper than 10 to 12 feet; guiding the raft with poles should be an easy way to move around.  The raft itself was made of about 20 straight logs tied together securely.  Before it got dark, he had taken it out on the lake for a test, and it appeared to be seaworthy, or at least lake-worthy.
Both men were tired from the physical work and were settling in around the fire when Persephonie returned.  She hadn’t been able to bring down a deer but had been able to shoot a couple pheasants.  They quickly cleaned them and had them roasting over the fire.  It was a definite improvement over the oatmeal and bean soup they had been eating for the last two days.
While they waited for the pheasants to cook, they talked about the day’s events.  Mat complimented Persephonie’s shooting ability for bringing down the pheasants which brought a smile to her face.  Michael was quick to agree that killing birds with a bow required a lot of skill.  There was still some tension in the group, but things were starting to get better.
They also talked about the plan for the next day.  Mat was going to try on the bracers and see if anything was revealed to him.  Unless they led him directly to the sword somehow, they would use the raft to explore the lake.  Using various landmarks around the lake, they were going to attempt to travel back and forth in straight lines.  After getting to the far side of the lake, they would move over and come back.
If their plan was going to work, they needed one of four things to happen.  First, they would have to see the sword at the bottom of the lake.  Given the cloudiness of the lake, this seemed doubtful.  Second, they would have to find it with one of the poles.  They would use the poles to feel around the bottom of the lake as they went, but this also seemed like a long shot.  Third, the bracers would have to somehow guide them to where the sword was.  This seemed like their best prospect because the legends said the bracers would help lead the way to the other pieces of the Armor of God.  If none of the previous three things happened, their last hope was that the Sword of Spirit would somehow reveal itself.
The group knew it was a long shot that they would find a sword at the bottom of a lake without some supernatural intervention.  To their reasoning, however, it seemed completely logical that a mystical sword could magically reveal itself.
As soon as the birds were cooked, they devoured them quickly.  They literally ate everything but the bones, and they all could have eaten more.  After days of bland meals, though, it was still very satisfying.
After the combination of a long afternoon of physical work and eating a satisfying meal, both Michael and Mat had a hard time keeping their eyes open.  Persephonie was still feeling pretty good so she agreed to take first watch and let Mat have third watch.  Michael was going to take second watch again.
With everything settled, Mat and Michael went to their newly constructed shelters and were quickly asleep.  As the men settled in to sleep, Persephonie walked the perimeter of the camp and thought about the quest and her involvement in it.  She was still upset about being tricked into revealing herself, but had to admit that she would choose Mat and the quest for the Armor of God over the Druids again.  She just got forced into it before she was ready and that didn’t quite seem fair.
 
- - - - - - - - - -
 
Mat was standing at the edge of the lake with the Sword of Spirit in his hand.  He held it in front of himself, examining it in the moonlight.  It was lightweight and felt like an extension of his arm as opposed to the heavy piece of metal it should be.  The sword glowed in the moonlight and he could sense the power of it.
From behind him, Mat heard someone calling his name.  He ignored the call and continued to marvel at the sword.  After a minute he heard the call again and felt a hand on his shoulder shaking him.
Mat opened his eyes to see Michael shaking him, calling his name.  Gradually, everything came back to him and he remembered where he was.  It must be his turn to stand watch.
He continued to have dreams related to the armor every night, and while they certainly seemed real, he wasn’t waking up in a cold sweat any more.  He hoped the dream about the sword was foreshadowing a successful search.
As Michael made his way back to his shelter to sleep for a few more hours, Mat got up and stretched.  As he walked around the perimeter of the camp to get his blood flowing again, he thought about what the day might hold.  He was going to put on the bracers for the first time, and he had no idea what that might be like.  Today could also be the day he found the Sword of Spirit.  After the dream, he was looking forward to holding that magnificent sword.
He wanted to make sure that they got started as soon as possible, so he filled a pot with water and had it heating by the fire before the sun even came up.  When Michael and Persephonie woke at first light, he had already eaten and was sitting by the fire with the Bracers of Righteous Might in his lap.  The others could sense he was deep in thought and made breakfast for themselves without talking.
After Michael and Persephonie finished eating, they washed out the bowls and put out the fire.  Through it all, Mat just sat there with the bracers in his lap, deep in thought.  As they returned to camp with clean bowls, Mat finally broke the silence.
“Part of me feels like these have always been mine,” Mat said, “and another part of me is telling me to run away from them and never look back.  I know it’s possible that nothing will happen when I put them on, but, in my heart, I know my life will never be the same again.”
Before Michael or Persephonie could even comment, Mat slid on the bracers.  They watched with concern as Mat stiffened and started to shake.  He didn’t seem to be in pain, but he stared straight ahead and appeared to be looking at something that neither of them could see.  He sat like that for less than a minute, then shook his head and seemingly returned to normal.
“Wow,” he said, “that was intense.  How long was I out?”
“Less than a minute,” Michael responded.
“What happened?” Persephonie asked.  She was genuinely concerned that he was all right.
“I saw places, people, and battles,” he said.  “Many different people, places, and battles.  I was a key part of the action.  They were so vivid.  So real.”
“Do you feel anything right now?” Michael asked.
“I feel powerful,” Mat answered.  “I don’t know how else to describe it.  I feel like I am stronger than I have ever been and that my strength will never run out.”
“Do you feel any connection to the sword?” Persephonie asked.
“I don’t think so,” he replied, “but I do feel like a part of me is missing.  It’s almost like an unfulfilled craving.  A hunger I can’t satisfy.  Unfortunately, it isn’t pointing me in any specific direction or giving me any idea what to do about it.”
“Well,” Michael said, “let’s hope it does something different if we get close to the sword.”
“I hope so,” Persephonie said.
“Unless there is something else you can think of,” Mat said, “let’s get started on that search.”  With that, the search for the sword began in earnest.  
The first pass across the lake went relatively smoothly.  As expected, the water was too cloudy to see much of anything.  They could occasionally make out features on the bottom when it got shallower, but they knew they would have to get very lucky to see the sword through the murky water.  The poles worked well to propel the raft, and they were able to pick out some features on the bottom of the lake.  They could tell the bottom was fairly hard, but it still seemed unlikely that a pole would find the sword.
When they finished the first pass, Mat commented that he didn’t get any specific feelings about the sword’s location.  He continued to feel that craving for something, but it wasn’t stronger or weaker at any time.  It remained a constant feeling of emptiness that needed to be filled.
By the time they stopped to eat something for lunch, they had traveled across the lake and back three times.  After eating another meal of beans, they decided to split up for the afternoon.  Mat and Michael would go back out on the lake to keep searching, and Persephonie would spend the afternoon hunting and fishing.
 
- - - - - - - - - -
 
That evening Mat, Michael, and Persephonie sat around the fire tired and frustrated.  The guys had made 10 trips back and forth across the lake before it got dark and had come across no signs of the sword.  The bracers, which were now lying in Mat’s shelter, had never given him any indication they were near the sword.  Now that they were off, Mat didn’t feel that unfulfilled craving any more, but it was replaced by a frustration that was almost worse.
Fortunately for the group’s stomachs, Persephonie’s afternoon was as successful as the men’s afternoon was unsuccessful.  She had been able to kill four more pheasant within the first hour then decided to check for fish in the creeks Michael had found the day before.  She found a nice little fishing hole and had caught six good-sized trout.
She left the trout in an isolated pool to keep them fresh for the next day but had cleaned and cooked all four pheasants.  The hungry group of three had no problems finishing off the pheasant.
Mat and Michael ate in silence, obviously frustrated at their lack of success.  Persephonie made a couple of attempts to cheer them up, but it was apparent to her that the only thing that would really improve their moods was to find the Sword of Spirit.
After finishing dinner, the group decided to follow the same watch schedule as the night before, so Mat and Michael went off to their shelters and Persephonie started walking the perimeter of the camp.  They all hoped that tomorrow would bring them better results, but none of them were overly optimistic at that point.
 
- - - - - - - - - -
 
By the time the third day ended with no success, morale was becoming a problem.  Mat and Michael sat around the fire staring at the flames with sore arms and dark thoughts.  The only bright spot of the first three days was Persephonie’s hunting and fishing abilities.  So far, they had eaten meals of pheasant, trout, and venison.  She had even found some fresh wild berries that added a nice flavor to the oatmeal.
The bracers hadn’t provided any help finding the sword.  Over the first three days, Mat had gotten used to the sense of longing they seemed to impart.  Tonight, he was so worn out that he didn’t feel like spending the effort needed to take them off.
Mat said very little while they ate and went straight to bed as soon as he was done eating.  Michael and Persephonie stayed up for awhile discussing other ways of searching for the sword.  By the end of tomorrow, they would probably finish searching the whole lake.  At that point, they would have to decide if they were going to search it again or try one of the other lakes in the area.
If they agreed to do another pass of Stone Lake, they would definitely have to come up with another way to search.  They discussed several ideas including using a net to drag the lake.  They hadn’t come up with a definite solution, but at least they had a few ideas.  Just having something else to try made both of them feel better as they got up from the fire, one to go to bed and the other to stand watch.
 
- - - - - - - - - -
 
Mat was standing on the raft in the middle of the lake.  He had the bracers on and could feel them drawing him towards the water.  He knew the sword was down there.  He just had to go get it.  With that, he dove headfirst into the murky water.
At first, he couldn’t see anything, but then the bracers started glowing.  They lit up the water all around him as he swam towards the bottom of the lake.  Using the light from the bracers, he searched the lake bottom.  Even though he had been under water for a long time, he didn’t need to go back up for air so he continued to search.
He was starting to think he would never find the sword when he saw something on the bottom glowing in the distance.  As he swam towards this new light, he started to notice some of the features of the lake bottom.  The lake was very flat where he was with the exception of a large boulder that seemed to be blocking the light.  As he swam around the boulder, the light got so intense that he could barely see.  He covered his eyes with his hand to block some of the light while he tried to identify the light source.  Slowly his eyes started to focus on the brightly glowing object at the bottom of the lake.
 
- - - - - - - - - -
 
Mat bolted upright and hit his head on the shelter.  “I found the sword,” he yelled out.
His heart was beating rapidly and he was covered in a cold sweat.  As he looked down at his arms, he saw that he still wore the bracers and that they were glowing.  He looked up to see Michael, wide awake and alert, and Persephonie, still rubbing sleep from her eyes, staring at the glowing bracers.
As Mat told them about the dream, Michael and Persephonie asked him questions to try to get the complete story.  By the end of the retelling, they had a pretty good idea of where to start looking.  They would try to find this large boulder and then search the area around the boulder.  If all went well, they would have the Sword of Spirit before the day was over.
With this latest revelation, the group was rejuvenated and excited about searching again.  The hardest part was waiting for the sun to come up, but as soon as it did they were on the water, maneuvering the raft towards the middle of the lake.
It sounded like a simple task, but finding a submerged boulder in the middle of the lake proved to be more difficult than they hoped.  The group had skipped breakfast because they were eager to get started, so by mid-day everybody was hungry and starting to get irritable. They returned to shore to have a quick lunch of bean and venison stew then went back out to find the boulder from Mat’s dream.
The afternoon proved to be as frustrating as the morning.  Shortly after lunch they thought they were on to something, but it turned out to be a small shipwreck.  Mat dove down to inspect it but quickly realized it wasn’t the boulder from his dream, so he came back up and they continued their search.
As sunset approached, they agreed to end their search once it got dark.  They weren’t completely dejected because they felt they were on the right track, but it was disheartening to feel so close but not be able to find it.
The descending sun was just touching the horizon when Persephonie called out, “I think I found something!”
Michael had the other pole and came over to poke around the bottom of the lake.  “There’s definitely something here,” he said.  “The water rapidly goes from about 12 feet deep to only a few feet then back to 12 feet.  It could be a boulder, but with the light fading, I can’t see even a few feet into the water.”
Mat stood there looking out over lake at the landmarks.  He couldn’t tell for sure, but it seemed like this was a very similar position to what he saw in his dream.  With nothing to lose, he jumped into the water feet first so he wouldn’t hit his head on the boulder, if that is what it really was.
Once he was in the water, he realized he could barely see anything.  Unlike in his dream, the bracers did not start glowing to show him the way.  Also, unlike in his dream, he needed to breath, so after a few seconds he went back up to get some air.  Once he had surfaced, he swam over to the boat to talk to Michael and Persephonie.
“I can’t see a thing under the water,” he said.
“Should we try to mark this spot and come back in the morning?” Persephonie asked.
“Maybe,” Mat replied, “but I want to try for a little while until it gets completely dark.  Let me check out that spot you found.  If I can confirm it is a boulder, we’ll know we are in the right spot.”
Mat swam around to the other side of the raft to check out the submerged object.  As he approached it, he scraped his knees.  While holding on to the edge of the raft, he felt around with his feet until he found a flat surface.  As he found footing, he was able to stand up on what must be a sizable boulder.  When he stood, the water only came to his waist.  He briefly wondered how the boulder got there but quickly decided it wasn’t important.
Encouraged that they might be in the right spot, Mat took a deep breath and plunged underwater to explore the boulder.  Between half a dozen trips to the bottom of the lake and a few minutes walking around on the top, he estimated the size of the boulder.  At its largest point, it appeared to be about 10 feet across.  At the top of the boulder there was a relatively flat spot about three feet wide that made a nice place to rest while he caught his breath between dives.
After he mapped out the boulder, he started making dives to explore the area around the boulder.  By this point it, the sun was almost completely down, and he knew it would soon be completely dark out.  He was just about to give up for the night when he thought he felt something.  He swam to the surface to get a breath of air then headed right back down.
Once he made it back down to the bottom, he groped around trying to find what he come across before going up for air.  The bottom of the lake was very flat here and only covered by an inch of silt.  As he explored by touch, almost completely blind, his hand bumped something hard.  He had been down for a while now, and his lungs were starting to burn.  He needed to go back to the surface for more air, but he didn’t want to lose what he had found.  He fought the urge to surface and frantically floundered around with both hands.
As his hands found the object he had bumped they closed around something that was a couple of inches in diameter.  It felt hard, but more like wood than metal.  Whatever it was, he grabbed it with both hands and pushed off the bottom with his legs to propel him to the surface.
Mat broke the surface of the water gasping for air.  He awkwardly swam back towards the boulder holding the object with one hand and paddling with the other.  He needed to rest and catch his breath.
“What’s wrong,” Persephonie called out to him.  “Is everything ok?”
As he scrambled onto the rock and got his feet under himself, he replied, “I found something, but I don’t know what it is.”
For a few seconds, he stood there catching his breath.  His arms hung down, and whatever he had found was still under water. As he slowly raised the object out of the water, the last rays of sunshine illuminated his discovery.  There in his hand was the most magnificent sword he had ever seen.
With a roar of triumph Mat raised the sword over his head.  The last glimmers of light reflected off the sword’s blade making it seem like it was glowing.  He stood there staring at it in wonder.
Mat was jarred from his reverie by something barreling into him, almost knocking him off the boulder.  He looked down to see Persephonie in the water jumping around for joy.  After several jumps, her foot slipped off the boulder and she started to go under, but Mat reacted quickly and reached down with one arm to catch her, the other arm still holding the sword over his head.  As she got her feet back under her, she flung her arms around him and gave him a hug.
She released her hug quickly and said, “I can’t believe you found it!”
 “I can’t either,” Mat said as he lowered the sword. “It feels like it has always been with me, though.  It feels like it is a part of me already.”
“Let’s get you out of the water and back to camp,” Persephonie said.
Michael helped both of them back onto the raft and poled them back to the shore.  Now that the initial excitement of finding the sword was dissipating, an aura of stunned silence prevailed all the way back to shore.
 
- - - - - - - - - -
 
Michael had watched the scene unfold from the raft.  He had watched Mat, standing there in waist deep water, raise the Sword of Spirit over his head.  The last rays of the setting sun illuminated the sword.  It gave him chills.
It was an image he would remember for the rest of his days.  It was a scene from legends.  It was an image painters would immortalize.  It was a scene that meant dark days of death and destruction were coming.
 



Chapter 14
 
Back at the campsite, Mat sat in front of the fire shivering - partly because he was cold and partly because he was so excited to have the Sword of Spirit in his hands.  Persephonie also sat close to the fire, drying her clothes and getting warm.  Michael was preparing a celebratory meal of venison, pheasant, and trout.  The whole group was giddy with the excitement of finding the sword.  Mat felt it the most because he was holding it, but the whole group could sense the energy and power emanating from the sword.  There was no doubt that this truly was an instrument of God.
Michael returned to the fire to start cooking and asked Mat, “May I hold the sword?”
“Sure,” Mat replied, “it is lighter than any sword I have ever held, but I can sense it is also incredibly strong.”
Mat handed the sword to Michael who almost fell over trying to extend it.  Even with two hands on the hilt, he couldn’t keep the tip of the sword off the ground.
“I thought you said it was light,” Michael said.  “I can’t even hold it up with both hands.  It will be completely useless in battle; it’s way too heavy.”
Persephonie walked over and grasped the sword with both hands to see if she could lift it, but she could barely keep the sword from falling to the ground.
“I can’t lift it either,” she said.
“What are you talking about?”  Mat asked as he took it back with one hand and moved through several maneuvers.  “It’s as light as a rapier.”
“Either you are the strongest young man I have ever met,” Michael said, “or it is altering its weight for you.”
 “The legends did indicate that the sword was magical,” Mat commented, “so I guess that’s possible.”
“It’s also said that it will not cut a righteous man.”  Michael said.  “Let’s test that theory.”
“How?”  Mat asked.
“I don’t want to be presumptuous,” Michael said, “but I think I am a righteous man.  Try to cut me with the sword.”
“Are you crazy?”  Mat asked.  “This thing is razor sharp.”
“I’m not asking you to cut my head off,” Michael said.  “Just take the sword and try to cut my arm.  If I start bleeding, stop and stitch me up.”
“Yeah,” Mat said sarcastically, “that sounds like a much better idea.”
“We are on a quest to recover magical weapons and armor,” Michael replied.  “If we didn’t believe they had mystical properties, we wouldn’t be looking for them.  We have to have faith that they are special.  If you aren’t going to trust the weapon’s properties, we might as well stop right now.”
“Ok,” Mat replied, “but you can’t blame me if I cut you.”
“I won’t,” Michael said, “but I don’t think it will hurt me.”
Michael pulled up the left sleeve of his shirt exposing his forearm.  Mat put the sharp tip of the sword against the knight’s arm and applied pressure to the sword.
“How does that feel?” Mat asked.
“I can feel the pressure,” Michael said, “but it doesn’t feel sharp at all.  Now move it down my arm like you are trying to slice my arm.”
Mat did as Michael said and sliced down his arm with the sword.  As the sword passed down his arm, it left a white mark that quickly disappeared, but the skin never parted and no blood appeared.  Mat and Persephonie were both astonished, but Michael, who expected it, was more pleased than surprised.
“It felt like a smooth piece of wood being dragged across my arm,” Michael said, “and it didn’t feel sharp to me at all.”
“Are there any other magical properties of the sword?” Persephonie asked.
“I’m not sure,” Michael said.  “The sword apparently alters its weight for the chosen person to use it as we have seen.  That wasn’t something that I had heard of before.  The legends say it won’t cut a righteous person, and we have confirmed that.  It is also supposed to somehow enhance skill in battle, be unbreakable, and stay eternally razor sharp.”
“I can tell it is razor sharp,” Mat said, “which is amazing since it has been underwater for 300 years.  That certainly seems to validate that legend.”
“Each piece of the armor,” Michael said, “has extraordinary properties that are designed to turn the wearer into an elite warrior and general.  As we have seen in the sword’s case, its purpose is very specific.  Only Mat can wield it, and it won’t harm a righteous man.  Other pieces of the armor bless the wearer with knowledge and wisdom.  Simply put, when all the pieces of the Armor of God are reassembled, it will turn the wearer into a righteous warrior called to deliver the wrath of God.  It is a sacred, yet terrible, duty you have been tasked with.”
As Michael’s words sunk in, the group became a little less excited.  Everybody was still in a good mood because of their success, but the realization that a lot of responsibility went along with the power of the armor did have a sobering effect.
“Ok,” Michael said, “that’s enough serious talk for tonight.  We successfully completed the first part of a difficult quest, and it’s time to celebrate!  For tonight, there will be no more worries.  We are going to enjoy the delicious meal Persephonie has provided for us then get a good night’s sleep with no pressure to get started searching again in the morning.  We can figure out our next move tomorrow.”
The group did their best to forget about their concerns and enjoy dinner.  It was a tasty dinner, and Michael tried to keep everybody’s mind off future possibilities by telling stories about his time at the monastery.  Persephonie added a story or two about her Druid experiences, and Mat told a couple hunting tales.  After a few stories, everyone seemed to relax and enjoy each other’s company.  They talked late into the night, and by the time they stopped talking it was approaching midnight.
While Mat and Michael went off to sleep, Persephonie checked the perimeter of the camp and settled in for the first watch.  Finding the sword erased any doubts she had about whether she made the right choice by pursuing this quest.  She was now whole-heartedly committed to the quest for the Armor of God and was glad she was.  She didn’t know what her role would be yet, but she was going to do whatever was needed to do to protect Mat, help reassemble the armor, and ultimately save the Kingdom.  While she would not wear the armor or wield the weapons, she felt her duty was sacred as well, and she was determined not to fail in her duty.



Chapter 15
 
After getting a little more sleep than usual, the group packed up and headed for Port Ludenberg.  It was too far away to make it in a single day but easily reachable in two days, so they took their time as they traveled.
The next piece of armor they would search for was the Helmet of Salvation.  It was rumored to be in the western mountains of the Great Divide.  Nobody in the group had traveled that area, so they needed to get more information.  Mat knew that his Gitano friends were planning to go to Port Ludenberg, and he hoped that they would be able to help. 
That first day of travel was very enjoyable for both Mat and Persephonie.  It was a sunny winter day and they spent most of the day talking about their lives growing up.  For him, it was wonderful to have someone close to his own age to talk to who was not interested in using him for political advantage.  For her, it was really nice to have companionship after basically being on her own for the last year.  It was even nicer to finally get to know the young man at the center of the prophecies she had been studying for the last three years.
“So what can you tell me about being a Druid?” Mat asked when Persephonie told him about joining the order when she was 12.
“Well, there is much more to it than I can describe right now,” she replied, “but there are two main things about Druids you should know.  First, we are dedicated to gathering and preserving knowledge.  Our library is believed to be the most complete collection of knowledge in the world, and we are constantly traveling the world to gather more.  I haven’t really focused on anything other than Solandeus and the prophecies around the Armor of God, so I can’t tell you much, but I can tell you that the world is much larger than the any of the maps you have probably seen.”
“There is a map back home that shows both the Great Northern Kingdom and Solandeus,” Mat said.  “It shows that our neighbor to the north is at least 20 times larger than Solandeus, and we are surrounded by water on all sides.  I have heard of other lands, but have not seen any maps.  My brothers probably studied them, but I didn’t.”
“The Great Northern Kingdom is actually small compared to some of the other lands,” she said.  “The combined area of Solandeus and the Great Northern Kingdom is called a continent.  There are 10 total continents that I know of, and we are on one of the smaller continents.  Other than seeing the maps, I really don’t know much else about these other lands.”
“I would love to learn more about these lands,” Mat said.  “Maybe you can show me these maps someday.”
“If I am ever let back into the Druid Archives, I can show you,” Persephonie replied.
“So what is the other part of being a Druid?” Mat asked.
“It’s the mystical arts,” she replied.  “Some call it magic, but it really is more about influencing or enhancing what already exists in nature and people.  Many people have these abilities, but Druids learn how to control these abilities and focus them.  Based on what you have told me about your ‘feelings’, I think you have the potential to be a powerful Druid.”
“What do you mean?” he asked.
“When you tried to catch me back in Danton,” she said, “you set up a trap for me, because you sensed that I was following you, right?”
“Yes,” he replied.
“Well, your ability to sense that I was following you,” she said, “is the most basic Druid skill.  Even without training, many people can sense if they are being watched or followed when there aren’t others around, but to be able to sense that somebody was following you when there were hundreds of people around is quite amazing.  This usually requires a lot of training, and there are many well-trained Druids that wouldn’t be able to pick out someone following them in a large crowd.”
“What else can you do?” he asked.
“In addition to simply sensing that somebody is near,” she said, “a trained Druid can also sense what people are thinking, feeling, or even planning to do.”
“When I am fighting,” he said, “I feel like I sometimes know what a person is going to do before he does it.  It allows me to react faster than I could have if I didn’t have the feeling.  I always thought I was just really good at guessing, but when I get those feelings, they are never wrong.”
“That might be the same,” she said, “but I don’t know any Druid warriors, so I can’t say for sure.  In general, Druids don’t train to be warriors, we only learn self- defense.”
“I try to avoid confrontations whenever I can!” he contended, “Sometimes it just can’t be helped.  I train to make sure that I can protect myself and others, not because I want to fight.”
“No, no, no.  I‘m not criticizing.  I’m just telling you what I know from my limited experience,” she said.
“I’m sorry,” he said, “I am probably too sensitive.  I was forced to kill a man who tried to rob me a few nights ago, and I still feel guilty about it.  I know I didn’t do anything wrong, but it still bothers me.  It does every time I have to fight.”
“I’m sorry too,” she replied.  “I saw your fight.  I was trying to decide how I could help you, but before I could do anything, you sprang into action.  I have never seen anybody fight the way you did.  You were so fast and so . . . good.  I haven’t been around much fighting, but I could tell you are really, really good.”
Mat’s face suddenly turned red with embarrassment.  “You must have also seen me, uh, get sick after the fight.”  He said.  “That usually happens.  Once the rush of battle wears off, I almost always get sick.”
“Please, don’t feel bad.  I can’t imagine what it feels like to kill somebody,” she replied.  “In fact, I think it makes you even more special.  I don’t think I would want to help someone who didn’t have a problem with killing a man.”
After that, they rode in silence.  Mat still felt awkward and embarrassed.  Persephonie worried that the quest for the armor, and what would probably follow, would change Mat in ways that she didn’t want to imagine.  There were many prophecies she had not shared yet, and they all spoke of battles, death, and dark days ahead.  She worried about what this would do to Mat.
After a few minutes of reflection, Persephonie spoke more about being a Druid.  “Another part of Druid abilities is to control or influence others’ thoughts, feelings, or actions.  This can even translate to physical changes like faster healing of wounds if a Druid is skillful enough.”
“Druid talent usually manifests itself first by being able to influence animals,” she continued.  “For example, I have the ability to project my thoughts to my horse, Jade.  I can calm her and let her know what I want her to do.  Combined with my ability to sense what she is thinking or feeling, it is almost like I can talk to her.  Most Druids have very close relationships with their horse and other animals.”
“I think I know what you mean,” Mat said.  “I feel like I can talk to Spirit too and can calm him simply by touching him and speaking softly.  I know other people can calm their horse by talking and petting them, but I was always able to do that faster and more effectively than other people.”
“And with training,” she added, “you will get even better at it.  That is, if you want more training.”
“I do,” he said.  After a short pause, he shyly asked, “Would you teach me?”
“I would love to,” she replied, “but I’m definitely not a fully-trained Druid, so I don’t know how much I can teach you.”
Mat smiled at her and said, “I’m sure you will be a great teacher.”
For both Mat and Persephonie, the two day trip from Stone Lake to Port Ludenberg was enjoyable.  They were able to be themselves and not worry about much of anything.  They never forgot about the probable hardships ahead, but they didn’t let that ruin the trip.
For the most part, Michael rode in silence but was constantly observing his two teenage travel companions.  They were both mature for their age -- and would need to be if their quest was going to be successful.  He knew there would be hard times ahead, and sacrifices would have to be made.  He was happy to see them enjoying themselves and carrying on like normal teens, at least for a while.
On the evening of the second day, Port Ludenberg became visible on the horizon.  The group was almost sad that this leg of their journey was ending, but they eagerly anticipated learning more to help them on their quest.  Mat was also looking forward to seeing his Gitano friends again.  He knew they had traveled all over the Kingdom and hoped that they would be able to help them in their pursuit of the Armor of God.
 
 



Chapter 16
 
No one took notice of the group riding into Port Ludenberg as the sun set.  Even though there was no cheering for him, Mat felt like a triumphant hero returning from an adventure.  As he thought about it, with the Sword of Spirit at his side, he realized he was returning from a successful quest, and that caused him to sit a little straighter in his saddle.
Persephonie noticed his demeanor change and asked him, “What are you thinking about?”
Mat smiled sheepishly and replied, “I was thinking about our quest for the sword.  I hadn’t realized it before, but we really did accomplish something amazing.  I guess I was just feeling a little proud of our accomplishment.”
“You know, I guess you’re right,” Persephonie said, “I hadn’t thought about it either, but we found something that has been lost for 300 years, and that’s pretty exciting.”
As they were talking, Michael rode up between them and said “You two are correct.  We did do something worth celebrating, so let’s go enjoy a hot meal and celebrate a successful start to our quest.  We can worry about the next steps tomorrow.  Tonight, we celebrate a job well done, and I know just the place to go!"
The place that Michael led them, the Lighthouse Inn, was in the hills on the north side of the city.  It overlooked the sea and appeared to be very expensive.  As they walked into the common room of the inn, they were greeted by a well-dressed man who asked if they needed dinner, rooms, or both.
“We are weary travelers,” Michael said, “and we seek shelter in your humble establishment.”
“Welcome back, Michael,” the man said.  “Your normal rooms are open, and I will send dinner out to the balcony.  Is there anything else I can get for you?”
“We just returned from a successful campaign,” Michael replied, “so please bring us a fitting celebratory dinner and plenty of your world famous cider.”
Michael led them upstairs to a suite of rooms that overlooked the ocean.  The rooms were as fine as the rooms Mat stayed in when he visited the capital city.  It was becoming apparent that Michael was more than just a Bascilican Knight.
“So what just happened?” Mat asked.
At first, it looked like Michael was not going to respond, but he eventually said, “There are things about me that very few people know.  Even though we are working towards a common goal, it is still hard for me to share all my secrets.  What I am going to tell you now must be kept in secret.  If what I tell you gets out, it would put hundreds of people’s lives at risk including my own.”
“As you may have guessed,” Michael said, “I am more than just a knight.  This place is one of my secret hideouts.”
Michael continued, “As I told you before, I am the leader of the Basilican Knights.  Part of my responsibility is to know what is going on in the world.  To do that, I maintain an extensive spy network.  It may be the largest spy network in the world.”
“So you’re a spymaster,” Persephonie said, “and know what is going on everywhere in the world?”
“It isn’t traditional spying for personal gain,” Michael said, “it is monitoring the world for news to ensure the Basilican Knights are prepared for whatever happens.”
Michael led the group through a pair of stained-glass double doors out onto a large balcony that overlooked the ocean.  On each end of the balcony was a table with four chairs.  Six more large padded chairs with footrests were spread across the balcony.
He led them to the balcony rail and looked out over the ocean.  The moonlight outlined the shore and reflected off the water, and they could hear the waves crashing into the cliffs.
“Even though I have been here a hundred times,” Michael said, “I am still awe-struck by this sight.  No matter what is going on, I can stand here, look out over the ocean, and feel peace.  It is easily my favorite place in the whole world.”
There was a knock on the door to the balcony, and the man from downstairs appeared carrying a tray of mugs.  “I brought you some chilled cider to enjoy while your meal is prepared,” he said.  “Dinner will be up soon.”
“Thank you, Phillip,” Michael said.  “Tonight we are going to celebrate and relax.  I will look at reports tomorrow.”
“As you wish,” he replied.  “I will be back when dinner is ready.”
After Phillip left, the three sat in the chairs and enjoyed their cider.  After a few minutes of sipping cider and listening to waves, Michael started telling Mat and Persephonie about the Basilican spy network.
“You already know,” Michael said, “that the Basilican Knights were founded to protect the Armor of God and prepare for the next one chosen to wear it.  The armor will only be reassembled in a time of great need, therefore the order needed to keep track of what was going on in the world so it could be prepared.  At first, we kept in contact with monasteries all over the Kingdom and relied on them to pass on important information.  As the years of peace turned into decades, the order realized that the greatest threat to the Kingdom was from outside our borders.  They knew they couldn’t just rely on public knowledge, so they started creating a secret intelligence network.  After establishing a reliable information network within Solandeus, they started expanding outside our borders.”
“So they started sending spies across the Great Divide?” Mat asked.
“That was the first place they expanded,” Michael replied, “but the network also extends to other continents.”
“So you have spies on every continent?” Persephonie asked.
“Most of our network is here and in the Great Northern Kingdom,” Michael said.  “While we do have contacts on all 10 continents, the information is slow getting to us and consists primarily of common knowledge.  They are just too far away to pass on reliable information in a timely manner.  Besides, most of the other continents are pretty stable, and there haven’t been any major wars between the continents that we know of.”
“As far as I know, there aren’t any records of wars between the continents in the Druid libraries either,” Persephonie agreed.
“How many people are in your spy network?” Mat asked.
“I don’t know the exact number,” Michael said, “but it is in the hundreds and may even approach one thousand.  Many of our people work out of normal businesses that cater to the general public just like this.  Most major cities will have several businesses that serve all classes of citizens.  Much of our information is gathered just by listening to the conversations that take place in our establishments.”
“Do you have spies on Greystone Island and in the Druid Order?” Persephonie asked.
“We actually have quite a few businesses on the island,” Michael said, “but we don’t have anybody within the Druid community.  That is partly a courtesy because we respect the Druid order and the knowledge they gather.  It would also be very hard to get somebody into the order and keep them secret, and we don’t feel like it is worth the risk.”
“Does the Basilican Order own the businesses,” Mat asked, “or do you just have people that work in them?”
“We own the businesses,” Michael said, “and they are real businesses that are run to make a profit.  It is very expensive to maintain a spy network, and the businesses generate the income we need to do it.”
“Do you have rooms like this at all of them?” Mat asked.
“Most of the inns don’t keep special rooms set aside for Basilican business,” Michael said, “but I frequently visit the Lighthouse Inn, so they try to keep this suite open for me all the time.  The phrase I used downstairs when we first arrived is used by members of the network when they need to make themselves known or need lodging.  Now that you are part of the secret, you can also use the network to gather information or just for a safe place to stay.  I will teach you how to recognize our businesses and how to get what you need from them.”
“Can you use this network to help us find the rest of the armor?” Persephonie asked.
“Unfortunately,” Michael replied, “we have already reviewed everything the network has been able to discover over the centuries.  If we come across new information or leads, the network can help us follow those leads, but unless there is new information to follow up on, they have already discovered all that there is to know.”
“Hopefully we won’t need them,” Mat said.  “As long as we can get close, I think I will be able to find the individual pieces with the help of the visions the bracers seem to give me.”
There was another knock on the balcony doors and Phillip appeared with two young ladies carrying trays of food.  “Dinner is served,” he said as the young ladies went about setting one of the tables and placing platters of food on them.
“Thank you.” Michael said as Phillip left with the two serving girls.  “The Lighthouse Inn has some of the best food in the Kingdom.  If I was around this food every day, I am sure I would be much heavier than I am today.”
“It certainly smells delicious,” Persephonie agreed.
“Uhhh huhhh,” Mat added with a slice of exotic meat already in his mouth.
With that, the group sat down and ate one of the most satisfying meals they had ever eaten.  As Michael had said, the food was delicious, but the group was also celebrating the conclusion of the first stage of their quest which made it taste even better.
Once dinner started, there was no more talk of the spy network or the quest ahead.  They talked mostly about the places they each had visited and described their favorites.  They lost themselves in the camaraderie and talked long into the night before retiring to comfortable beds that made them feel like they were lying on clouds after sleeping on the ground for the last week.
 
 



Chapter 17
 
Mat woke well before the sun rose the next morning.  The combination of sleeping on a comfortable bed and not having to get up in the middle of the night to stand watch left him energized even though the sun wasn’t even up yet.  As he got out of bed, he could hear voices on the balcony and walked that way. 
He knocked on the balcony doors to make himself known and slowly opened them.  Despite the early hour, the balcony was well lit by multiple lanterns.  Michael sat at one of the tables looking through a large stack of papers, and Philip stood next to him.
“Good morning, young master,” Phillip said.
“Come join us,” offered Michael.
As Mat approached, he could see that Michael was looking through handwritten papers which were probably the reports he referred to last night.  There was a pot of hot water on the table, and there was a steaming cup of tea in Michael’s hand.
“Would you like a cup of tea?” asked Phillip.  “Or I can get you a mug of cider if you prefer.”
“Tea is fine,” Mat said.
 “Both Mat and Persephonie are trusted members of our organization now,” Michael told Phillip while he was preparing Mat’s tea.  “Mat appears to be the one chosen to reassemble the Armor of God, and we will be dedicating all of our resources to helping in that quest.”
“We have spent centuries preparing for this day, young master.  I will do everything in my power to help you,” Phillip pledged.
Phillip finished preparing Mat’s tea and handed him the steaming cup.  “This is called java.  It’s bitter, but provides a nice boost of energy in the morning,” he said.  “There is sugar on the table if you need to sweeten it.  Java is imported from one of the other continents and is extremely rare and expensive.  I do not believe anybody outside of our little network offers it in the Kingdom.  In the cities, it has become popular with the wealthy citizenry, and it is one of our biggest sources of income right now.”
Mat looked in his cup and saw a dark, almost black, steaming liquid.  He took a sip and almost spit it right back out.  It was quite possibly the worst tasting drink he had ever tried.
Michael chuckled and said, “It’s an acquired taste.  Try putting some sugar in it and see if you like it better.  I started drinking it because I find it helps clear my head and get me going in the morning.  It took awhile, but I find I actually like the flavor now.”
“So what is this acquired taste you are talking about?” Persephonie asked as she walked out onto the balcony rubbing the sleep from her eyes.
“It’s called java,” Mat said, “and it tastes awful.  I don’t care if it gives me magical powers, I’m not going to drink it.”
“I’ve heard of java,” Persephonie said, “but I have never tried it.  I was never allowed to try it because it was said you could become addicted to it.”
 “It does seem to have a quality that people crave once they start drinking it regularly,” Phillip said.
“I guess it’s fortunate that I don’t drink it very often then,” Michael said.
“If you don’t mind,” Persephonie said, “I would like to try a cup.”
“Of course, mistress,” Phillip replied as he poured her some.
Persephonie took the cup and sipped it.  As she tasted it, a grimace came over her face, but she quickly hid it and continued to drink the java.  “It does have a unique taste, but I think I like it.  It must be my sophisticated palate,” she said as she smiled playfully at Mat. 
“Before you two joined us,” Michael said, “Phillip and I were going over the reports he has been gathering since the last time I was here a couple months ago.  We have been tracking a man named Anton who has been uniting the Great Northern Kingdom.  He has proclaimed himself Maharaja and is forcing neighboring regions to join him or be annihilated.  Some are calling him Anton the Annihilator.
“Do you think this is the man I will have to defeat?” Mat asked.
“I don’t know,” Michael said, “but, according to the prophecies, the time is right for an invasion.”
“We have to do something,” Mat said.
“We are,” Persephonie interjected.  “We are helping you reassemble the Armor of God so you can fight back.”
“We will also send word to the King,” Michael said, “but I don’t know if he will listen.  There has been peace for so long that most people think it will last forever.”
“Well, he certainly wouldn’t listen to me,” Mat said.  “I wasn’t important enough to even be a squire in the King’s court.”
 As the first rays of the rising sun appeared on the horizon, Michael stopped talking and looked out over the ocean.  Everyone else did the same.  It was the most magnificent sunrise Mat or Persephonie had ever seen.  All four of them watched in silence as the new day slowly dawned over the vast Ocean of Kalor.
Eventually, Michael broke the silence by saying, “Every time I see the sunrise over God’s vast creation, I am reminded of my purpose.  I know that I have a key part to play in God’s plan for the Kingdom, but I also know that the sun will continue to rise each morning regardless of the actions I take.  It is inspiring and humbling at the same time.”
With the silence broken, Michael explained his plan for continuing the quest.  The legends said that the Helmet of Salvation was hidden in a cave in the northwest mountains of the Great Divide.  Mat’s Gitano friends seemed like the best potential sources for more information, so they were going to seek them out.  If anybody knew where to find that cave, it might be the Gitanos so Phillip went to consult with his contacts to find out if the Gitanos were still in the city.
 
 
 



Chapter 18
 
Mat, Michael, and Persephonie spent the morning relaxing in the Lighthouse Inn’s luxurious bathhouse.  When they returned to the suite, they found that all their clothes had been washed.  While they were putting their freshly laundered clothes back on, Philip returned with news that he had located the Gitano group they were seeking.  After eating a quick lunch, the group headed out into the city to meet up with the Gitanos.
“When we talk with the Gitanos,” Michael said as they walked into the city, “we need to be careful that we don’t share too much information.”
“We have to tell them we are on a quest,” Mat said.  “How can we ask them for help finding something if we aren’t going to tell them what we are looking for?”
“I agree with Michael,” Persephonie interjected.  “We have to be careful with what we share with people.  There are those who would try to profit from the Armor of God.”
 “I understand,” Mat concurred, “I trust the Gitanos, at least the ones I know well like their leader, Arajin, but I guess it’s better to be safe than sorry.”
When they found the Gitano camp, Mat was amazed at how busy everyone was.  He knew they moved from city to city doing odd jobs and repairing almost anything, but he had never seen them this busy when they visited Rolling Rock.  After a few minutes, he found the group’s leader, Arijin, sharpening a farmer’s sickle.
Arijin noticed Mat and the group approach but continued to work on the sickle until it was finished.  After finishing the job and returning the tool to the waiting farmer, he turned to greet Mat and the group, “Good to see you again, Mat.  I see you have a couple friends with you now.  You haven’t decided to get married to this pretty young lady without telling your parents, have you?”
Both Mat and Persephonie blushed furiously.  This appeared to be the reaction Arajin was hoping for, because he broke out in riotous laughter.
Michael joined in the laughter and said, “I think we are going to get along well.”
After the laughter died down, Mat introduced Arajin to Michael and Persephonie and told him they needed some information.
“Is there somewhere we can go where we can talk privately?” Mat asked.
“Yeah, sure,” Arajin said.  “I trust everybody in my camp, but I can keep a secret when needed.”
Arajin led the group over to a wagon separated from the rest.  Sitting on the back steps was a large, muscular man who stood as they approached.  Arajin briefly signaled to the man with his hands then led them into the wagon.
“That was Lucas,” Arajin said once they were inside the wagon.  “He will keep watch to make sure nobody comes close enough to overhear what we are talking about.  He is deaf so he won’t be able to overhear us either.  Some of the people who bring things to us have secrets they want to keep, so he is a perfect guard.”
“How do you communicate with him?” Mat asked.
“Several ways actually,” Arajin replied.  “He can watch your lips as you talk and understand what you say.  This is a very useful skill because he can tell what people are saying much further away than a normal person can hear.  We also communicate using hand signals and by writing.”
The group told Arajin about their quest for an artifact that was supposedly hidden in the western mountains of the Great Divide.  They shared details from the legends, but didn’t mention the Armor of God.  Arajin knew they weren’t telling him the whole story, but he told them he trusted there was a good reason and they would tell him more if or when the time was right.
“I have traveled quite a bit in the mountains,” Arajin said, “but I am not familiar with the caves.  Lucas grew up in that region and may know something.  We also have a man in our group, Dimitri, who fled from the Northern Kingdom four or five years ago and came through the western mountains.  He may know something too.  We could talk to them to see if they can tell you anything.”
Both Lucas and Dimitri confirmed that there were many caves in the mountains and that there were many stories of treasures being hidden in some of those caves.  Unfortunately, neither had any specific knowledge and indicated that there were so many caves that it would take years to search them all; that assumed that you could even find them all.
As Michael, Mat, and Persephonie returned to the Lighthouse Inn, they were both encouraged and discouraged by the information they had gathered.  They decided that it was a good start and planned to spend the next few days searching for more information while they enjoyed the hospitality of the Lighthouse Inn.



Chapter 19
 
The following morning, Mat, Michael, and Persephonie woke early to watch the sun rise over the ocean from the balcony.  The reality of the difficult search ahead had sunk in overnight, but the overwhelming beauty of the sunrise inspired the group and motivated them.  They were eager to get back to searching for clues that would help them find the Helmet of Salvation.
While they were enjoying breakfast on the balcony, Philip appeared and announced, “There is a large, bald man here to see you.  He says he needs to continue your conversation from yesterday.”
“That must be Arajin,” Mat said.  “Maybe he has more information.” 
 “Send him up,” Michael directed.
Several minutes later, Philip reappeared with Arajin behind him and asked, “Do you need anything else from me?”
“No, thank you,” Michael replied to Phillip then asked Arajin, “Do you have more information for us?”
“Unfortunately, no,” Arajin replied.  “We did talk about your quest after you left, though, and we think we can help you.”
“If you don’t know where the artifact is, how can you help us?”  Persephonie asked.
“Well, our group has traveled more extensively than almost any other in the Kingdom,” he said.  “Lucas grew up in the area, and Dimitri crossed those mountains when he fled the Northern Kingdom.  They are two of the most knowledgeable people about that region you will ever find.  If we went with you, it would have to increase your chances of success.”
“So your whole group is going to help us?”  Mat asked.
“No, not the whole group,” Arajin replied.  “The whole group will travel with you as far as Westport where we will set up to do business.  From there, Banji, Dimitri, Lucas, and myself will travel with you into the mountains and help you on your quest.”
“Arajin, we cannot ask you come with us,” Michael said.  “You have no idea what you are getting involved with, and we really can’t tell you more right now.”
“For now, we don’t need to know more.”  Arajin said.  “All I need to know is that my friend needs help, and we can help.  We are going to travel that way anyway, so it makes sense for us to travel together.”
“It does make sense to travel together,” Mat said, “and if you decide not to go into the mountains with us once we get to Westport, we will understand.”
“When will you be ready to leave?”  Michael asked.
“We will finish all the jobs that we have already taken by the end of today.”  Arajin replied.  “We should be able to leave tomorrow morning.”
“I, for one, don’t mind staying another night here at the Lighthouse Inn,” Persephonie said.  “In fact, I think I hear the bathhouse calling my name right now.”
“I wouldn’t mind another visit either,” Mat added.
“While you each splash around in the bath, I will help Arajin prepare for the trip to Westport,” Michael said as both he and Arajin got a chuckle at the expense of Mat and Persephonie.
 



Chapter 20
              
The first day out of Port Ludenberg went smoothly, but the group stopped much earlier than Mat expected.  He was used to traveling long past sunset so when the caravan stopped by a stream before the sun went down, he thought they were just stopping to quickly water the horses.  It soon became apparent they were setting up camp for the night, though, so he dismounted and took care of Spirit.
After a couple days in Port Ludenberg and an easy day of travel, Mat was starting to get anxious.  He decided the best thing to do would be to find a secluded place to work off some of his pent-up energy.  He had not had much chance to practice with the Sword of Spirit, and he thought that might be the best thing for him right now.
Mat took his sword and followed the stream until he found a quiet place where he wouldn’t be disturbed.  He could hear camp being set up in the distance so he wasn’t too far away, but he thought he was far enough away that he would get some privacy.
Before he started practicing with his new sword, he took a few minutes to stretch and warm up his muscles.  He had learned long ago that this few minutes of preparation would allow him to move smoothly and avoid muscle strains.  Once he was warmed up and his muscles were loose, he started moving through basic sword forms.
His practice routine started with basic, controlled movements.  He sliced through potential opponents, blocked imaginary thrusts, and ducked under phantom blows.  His feet moved in concert with his sword, and he spun, jumped, and side-stepped in graceful, fluid motions.  The moves that started out slow and controlled became quick and lethal.  Through it all, he remained balanced and in complete control.
After 15 minutes, he was sweating from the exertion but continued to push on.  His movements never slowed but instead continued to get faster and smoother.  He had always been good with a sword, but he could feel a connection with the Sword of Spirit that guided him from one move to the next.  He felt infused with strength and stamina and knew he could keep this up for hours.
By the time the sun set, his clothes were soaked in sweat, and he slowed his practice forms and began to cool down.  When he was finished, he stretched again to make sure his muscles didn’t cramp up.  As he was stretching, he sensed there was someone watching him, and he looked towards the camp and noticed Dimitri was leaning against a tree watching him.  When he saw that Mat had seen him, he walked into the clearing towards him.
“I didn’t mean to intrude,” Dimitri said, “but I came out to make sure you were ok.  When I saw you practicing, I couldn’t help but marvel at your sword work.  I have never seen anybody move so fast, yet under control.  It was like the sword was an extension of your arm.”
“I have trained my whole life,” Mat said, “and I have always had an instinctual ability.  I don’t mean to be boastful, but I have not found anybody who can match my skills in the last few years.  Fortunately, I almost never have to use my sword outside of the training ring.”
“I think that is fortunate for anyone you would fight as well,” Dimitri replied.
“Yeah, I guess so,” Mat said.  He had a weird feeling about Dimitri and wasn’t sure where this conversation was going.  He made sure to keep his sword ready just in case.
“That is a very unique sword,” Dimitri said.  “I don’t think I have ever seen anything quite like it.  Would you mind if I tried a few practice forms with it?”
“Well, actually I would,” Mat said.  He could see Dimitri was surprised by his refusal and probably a little upset.  “It is a family heirloom that has a lot of sentimental value,” he added.  “I have never let anybody else use it.”
“It wasn’t like I was going to steal it,” Dimitri said with a huff, “but if it’s that important to you, never mind.”
“Don’t be out here too long or all the food will be gone when you get back to camp,” he added and walked out of the clearing back towards camp.
As he watched Dimitri leave in a huff, Mat wondered what that was all about.  He knew that not allowing Dimitri to try the sword was only going to make him more curious, but he couldn’t let him try to hold it.  He would find out it was too heavy for any normal man to even hold, let alone use as a sword, and given his recent feelings, he didn’t want to tell Dimitri anything he didn’t need to know right now.
By the time he picked up all his gear and headed back towards camp, Mat had pretty much forgotten about his encounter with Dimitri.  His thoughts went back to his practice session.  He had worked harder, moved faster, and practiced longer than he ever remembered practicing.  Despite that, he felt invigorated instead of weary.  The only thing he could attribute that to was the Sword of Spirit.  He felt like it was already a part of him, like it had been with him forever even though it had only been in his possession for a week.
 
- - - - - - - - - -
 
As Mat left the clearing to head back to camp, Persephonie stepped into the clearing on the opposite side.  She was carrying her bow and had an arrow nocked.  She had not intended to follow Mat when she saw him leave the camp, but when she noticed Dimitri sneaking away after him, she decided to follow along and see what happened.
Mat had not made any efforts to be quiet and neither had Dimitri so they were easy to follow.  By the time she caught up with Dimitri, Mat was starting to move through his first sword forms.  Dimitri had hidden himself enough that he wouldn’t be seen by a casual glance, but not enough to look suspicious if somebody did happen to see him.  He didn’t look like he had any immediate plans for harm so she had moved around to the other side of the clearing to keep an eye on him and Mat.
She was amazed to see Mat practice.  His movements were graceful like a dancer, yet quick and lethal like a panther.  She was mesmerized and couldn’t believe how long he practiced and didn’t seem to tire.  He was sweating, but beyond that, he looked as fresh after an hour as he did when he started.
She didn’t sense any ill intent from Dimitri, but she still didn’t feel quite right about him.  When he walked into the clearing after Mat noticed him, she took an arrow from her quiver and nocked it in her bow.  She watched the conversation in the middle of the clearing, ready to fire an arrow at a moment’s notice, but, fortunately, never had to draw back and fire.  As she watched Dimitri storm back to camp, she decide she definitely needed to keep an eye on him.
Mat had already been gone for a few minutes before she headed back to camp herself.  As she walked, she thought back to Mat’s practice session and continued to be amazed at the skill he possessed.  He was one with the sword, and she knew that when the time came to use it, it would be a terrible sight indeed, at least for those that opposed him.
 



Chapter 21
 
The next three days of the trip from Port Ludenberg to the capital city of Westport passed uneventfully.  Because of the wagons, travel moved at a much slower pace than it would have if everyone was on horseback.  The leisurely pace gave Mat, Persephonie, and Michael a chance to get to know more about each other as well as the Gitanos they were traveling with.
For most of the trip, Michael rode with Arajin, the Gitano group’s leader who was close to his age.  It was a refreshing change of pace for him after spending the last couple weeks with the teenagers, Mat and Persephonie.  The two men found they had a lot in common.
Arajin, like Michael, had been an orphan who left his adoptive home when he was around 16.  He had chosen to travel the world instead of seeking out a place to call home.  He had visited almost every part of Solandeus as well as the Great Northern Kingdom.  For a time, he had served as a mercenary and had also done a lot of traveling by sea.
After spending about 10 years traversing the world, Arajin had decided to settle down when he met and fell in love with a Gitano girl named Maria.  He joined that Gitano group and fit in well with the Gitano’s lifestyle.  He could settle down and travel at the same time.  He and Maria married after a short while and had a very happy life together for about five years. 
About five years ago, their Gitano group took a last minute job for a wealthy merchant in Westport who wanted to import exotic furs from the north.  It was late in the season, and they didn’t know if they would make it back before winter shut down sea travel.
They made the trip by sea to the port city of Sorgen in the Great Northern Kingdom, then traveled deep into the center of the country.  They purchased exotic black panther skins, large ivory tusks, white tiger furs, and many other goods not normally available in Solandeus.  The cargo was worth a fortune and would have set them each up with enough money to buy a nice estate and settle down to raise a family.
When they returned to Sorgen with six wagons full of goods, they found that their ship had sailed without them.  The season had turned to winter, and they were essentially stranded until spring.  Since they were going to have to stay through the winter, they moved into the merchant’s estate in the city.  Things went ok for awhile, but eventually word got out about the valuable cargo they had in their possession.
One day when Arajin and several of the men were buying supplies, they were attacked on their way back to the estate by a large group of men with swords and clubs.  They fought off their attackers but spent hours clearing things up with the city watch.
By the time they returned to the estate, they found that they had been robbed.  Worse than that, there had been a violent confrontation.  The remaining Gitanos had fought well, but they were overwhelmed.  Everybody was tied up, and many of them were injured.  Maria had sustained serious injuries, and they brought her and several others to a healer.  Her wounds became infected, and over the course of the rest of the winter she struggled to fight off infection; all Arajin could do was stay by her side and pray to God that she would recover.
They worked with the city watch to find the thieves, but they were in a foreign land and felt like the local authorities weren’t too concerned about aiding foreigners.  The merchant’s local contacts weren’t any more helpful, and the group came to the conclusion that they weren’t going to get their goods back.  By that point, Arajin couldn’t care less about the goods; the only thing he cared about was his wife.
By the time spring arrived, Maria was delirious most of the time, but Arajin still had faith that she would make it.  The night before they were to board a ship bound for Solandeus, she passed away in her sleep while Arajin held her hand.  That night, he vowed to never again let anyone harm people he cared about.
Since that night in the Northern Kingdom, Arajin had mercilessly protected the Gitano group he traveled with.  Over time, his sorrows subsided, and the Gitanos looked to him for leadership and protection.  There was never a formal declaration, but after that trip Arajin became the leader of that Gitano group.  It gave him a purpose that he needed, but it was apparent he would never completely get over the loss of Maria.
 
- - - - - - - - - -
 
During this part of the trip, Mat and Persephonie were inseparable.  They discussed many things, but the most frequent topic of conversation was Druid magic.  While they rode, she taught him how to start using his natural talents and how to enhance his extrasensory perceptions.
The first thing she taught him was how to communicate better with animals.  Since they were riding horses, this was something he could learn and practice while they rode.  He learned that proximity was an important part of the power of magic he could use.  The closer he was to a person, animal, or object, the more powerful his influence would be.  The closest proximity was touching so his first practice lessons were while he was physically touching his horse, Spirit.
Mat learned that he couldn’t create a feeling, action, or behavior with Druid magic.  He could only influence something that was already there.  The first things he learned how to do were to make Spirit flick his tail and shake his head.  He found that he had already done some of the things he was being taught simply on instinct, but now that he understood what he was doing, they were easier.  By the end of the first day of training, he had even been able to influence Spirit to rear up on his hind legs and jump simply by encouraging him with his thoughts.
In the evenings, Persephonie and Mat were joined by Banji.  They ate together and told stories, but, more importantly, they trained together.  Each of them was very skilled in certain areas, but they each learned something from the others and increased their own skill by practicing.
All of them were skilled in at least one ranged weapon and one hand to hand weapon.  Mat and Persephonie were both skilled with a bow, and Banji could hit a bull’s-eye from 30 yards away with his throwing knives.  They learned that Banji routinely carried a dozen throwing knives in various holsters that could be retrieved and thrown in the blink of an eye.
When it came time for hand to hand combat, Mat had his sword, Persephonie was skilled with a staff, and Banji was very dangerous with a pair of daggers.  They practiced together using practice swords and knives and didn’t strike at full force.  They were able to get used to each other’s skills and fighting style which would be very helpful when they were forced to fight together for real.
Over the course of the trip, Mat and Persephonie learned that Banji had been found abandoned and raised by the Gitanos.  He had no idea who his parents were or where he came from.  The Gitanos had truly become his family, and he didn’t feel like he had missed out on anything by not knowing his birth parents.
Mat also learned something about Gitanos in general that he almost wished he hadn’t learned.  He knew that they took odd jobs from almost anyone who would hire them, but he hadn’t realized that some of those jobs might be somewhat less than legal.  Banji was very skilled at getting into and out of places that most people considered to be safe and secure.  There wasn’t a lock he couldn’t open in mere seconds, and his hands were quicker than anyone else’s he had ever seen.
While Mat didn’t entirely approve of Banji’s occasional law breaking, he was willing to overlook that because he was quickly becoming the best friend that he never had growing up.  He also felt like his skills would come in handy, and it definitely explained why the Gitanos were usually run out of town after a few weeks.
 



Chapter 22
 
Mat awoke with a start.  He could sense something was wrong but didn’t know what.  He used the Druid powers Persephonie had been teaching him and reached out with his senses to see who was around.  He only sensed members of the Gitano group, but he still felt like something was wrong.
He looked around the campsite being careful not to look at the campfire, which would ruin his night vision.  Nothing seemed out of place, and the camp seemed peaceful.  Everybody else was sleeping in the wagons, so he was alone outside by the fire.
He was so focused on sensing people he almost missed the ax swinging for his head.  At the last minute, he rolled to the side out of the way.  He came out of his roll looking right at the fire, which momentarily blinded him in the dark.  He jumped to his feet ready to defend himself.
Mat stood there unarmed, searching for his attacker.  His sword was still back at his bedroll ten feet away, but he was wearing his bracers.  As his eyes adjusted to the darkness again after the glare of the fire, he sensed more than saw the ax blade swinging for his head from the left.  He instinctively ducked and raised his left arm to deflect the blow with his bracer.  Quicker than he would have thought possible, the ax was swinging back at him from the right side.  This blow was aimed for his chest and he blocked with the bracer on his right arm and jumped back out of the way.
As he jumped backwards, he tripped over a pile of logs and fell onto his back.  Mat looked around for his attacker and didn’t see anyone at first.  As he searched, a man holding a sword stepped into the light.
“Where’s your sword?” Dimitri demanded.
Before Mat could answer, an arrow slammed into Dimitri’s left shoulder staggering him.  As Dimitri fell to the ground, an attacker rushed at Mat.  This one was a woman with two long knives.  He recognized her as part of the Gitano group.
Mat jumped to his feet to defend himself from the latest attacker.  As she slashed at him, he ducked and blocked with his bracers.  Her momentum carried her past him, and as she turned to face him an arrow slammed into her.  Her eyes went wide as she looked down at the arrow protruding from her chest.  Her arms dropped to her side as she slipped to her knees and fell over.
Mat peered around the campsite as people emerged from their wagons. Persephonie ran over and anxiously asked him, “Are you ok?”
“I’m fine, thanks to you,” he said.  “What the heck just happened?”
“I don’t know,” she replied as they both looked around them.  The woman who had attacked last was motionless on the ground with an arrow protruding from her chest.  There was also a man, who appeared to be bleeding, curled up on the ground moaning.  Dimitri was sitting down cradling his arm with an arrow in his shoulder.
By this point, the camp was in chaos as people saw the aftermath of the fight.  Michael and Arajin came straight over to them.  “What is going on here?” Arajin demanded.
“I don’t really know,” Mat said.  “I was attacked while I slept, and Persephonie saved me with her bow.”
“Who are these people?” Michael asked.
“You know Dimitri already,” Arajin answered.  “The other two are Andre and Rhoda, a couple who have been with our group for about a year.  At least that is who they are supposed to be.”
Michael walked over and knelt down to check the woman with an arrow in her chest.  “She’s already dead,” he announced.
Persephonie checked the man named Andre and found he had a sword wound in the chest.  He was conscious but in bad shape.
“Who are you, and why did you try to kill him?” she demanded as she shook him.
“Go to hell!” he spat.
“You will soon be there,” she growled, “but you are going to tell me everything you know before you get there.”
Persephonie pulled him up to a sitting position and grabbed his head with both her hands and closed her eyes.  After a minute, she opened her eyes and asked again, “Who are you?”
The man’s body shuddered then he woodenly said, “My name is Andre Rodovich.”
“Why are you here?” Persephonie asked.
“To spy for Anton the Annihilator,” he slowly replied.
“Why did you try to kill Mat?” she asked.
“Because he has the sword of prophecy,” he said.
“What does the sword have to do with it?” Persephonie asked.
“Anton wants the sword, and if I could get it for him he would reward me,” he replied.
“What does Anton want with the sword?” she asked perplexed.
“I don’t know, but Anton cannot be stopped.  You cannot escape.”  Andre said between labored breaths.
“He’s not going to last much longer.  What else do we need to know?”  Persephonie asked.
“Is Anton going to invade Solandeus?” Mat asked.
“He will not stop until he rules everything,” he said.  With one last gasp, he added “You cannot stop him.  You are all doomed.”
Andre’s eyes rolled back into his head, and he collapsed backwards out of Persephonie’s grip.  She reached down and checked his pulse.  “He’s dead,” she announced.
Arajin went over to Dimitri and roughly pulled him to his feet.  He held him with both hands and shook him.  “What do you have to say for yourself, spy?” Arajin demanded.
“I’m not a spy!” Dimitri shouted.  “I saved his life. I stabbed Andre before he could kill Mat after he fell to the ground.  And to thank me she shoots me!”
“I saw you standing over Mat with a sword in your hand,” Persephonie said.  “You were trying to kill him.”
“No, I wasn’t!” he said.  “I saw Andre swinging his ax at Mat, and when Mat fell to the ground I stabbed him.  You can see his blood on my sword.”
“I couldn’t see who was attacking me,” Mat said, “but I do know it was an ax and not a sword.  When I saw him standing over me, I assumed he was attacking me, but he never actually did.”
“I’m telling you the truth,” Dimitri said, “I didn’t attack him, I protected him.  Now can you put me down and get this arrow out of my shoulder before I pass out?”
“We’ll bandage you up,” Arajin said as he dropped him.  “I’m going to take your weapons and keep you guarded until we make sure you are telling the truth though.”
“I have nothing to hide,” Dimitri said with a grunt.  “I hate Anton.  That is why I fled here.”
Michael came over to help take care of Dimitri.  He put a stick in Dimitri’s mouth to bite on, and held his shoulders to the ground as Arajin pulled the arrow out.  With the arrow removed, they bandaged his shoulder and put his arm in a sling.
As the excitement started to wear off, Persephonie began to sway back and forth as the reality of her actions started to sink in.  Mat hurried over and grabbed her shoulders to keep her steady.
“You saved my life,” he said.  “Thank you.”
“I don’t feel so good,” she said.  “I think I am going to be sick.”
“Just breathe deeply,” Mat said.  “The feelings will pass.  When you are in the heat of the battle, you don’t think, you just react.  Once the battle is over, the consequences sink in.”
“I’ve never killed anyone before,” she said.  “I know she would have killed you, but it is hard to think of myself as a killer.”
“Defending yourself and your friends does not make you a killer,” Mat said.
“I still think I am going to be sick,” Persephonie said.
“It’s ok if you do,” Mat said.  “I will be here for you either way.”  He stayed with her, comforting her and making sure she was going to be alright while Michael and Arajin took care of the aftermath of the attack.
As Mat comforted Persephonie, he looked around him at the questioning faces and dead bodies, knowing that life as he had known it was rapidly changing.  He felt outrage that someone had tried to kill him and feared that next time he might not be so lucky.  He vowed to never again be caught off guard.
 



Chapter 23
 
After getting Dimitri’s wounds taken care of, Arajin and Michael spent the rest of the night talking to all of the Gitanos in camp.  Andre and Rhoda had been with the camp for about a year, but nobody appeared to have developed close relationships with them – at least nobody that was willing to admit it after the attempt to kill Mat.
Arajin was reminded that Andre and Rhoda kept messenger pigeons and occasionally sent and received messages for members of the group.  A careful search of their wagon confirmed they did send and receive messages, but there weren’t any messages to or from anybody in the Northern Kingdom.  They did find a seal of the Great Northern Kingdom that seemed to confirm they were, in fact, sending messages.  They also found a drawing and description of a sword that resembled Mat’s sword.
After talking with everybody in camp and searching the wagon, the group met again in Arajin’s wagon with Lucas standing guard outside.  At Mat’s request, Banji was invited to attend so the group now included Michael, Mat, Persephonie, Arajin, and Banji.
“After tonight’s events,” Arajin opened, “I think we need to talk about what is really going on.”
“We have tried to keep our journey secret,” Michael said, “but tonight has made it apparent that the secret is out.  If we are going to be successful, we are going to have to start trusting a few more people.”
“You can confide in me,” Arajin said, “and I will keep your secrets even if I don’t agree to be involved.”
“I will do the same,” Banji added, “but I am pretty sure I will agree to help Mat.”
“War is coming,” Michael stated, “and I don’t believe there is anything we can do to stop it.  I believe the quest we are on is the only thing that can ultimately save Solandeus from generations of torment and slavery.”
Michael went on to tell them about the legends and prophecies related to the Armor of God.  He told them about the bracers that had been in the monastery for the last 300 years and how they wound up in Mat’s possession.  Mat told them about the dreams and visions he thought were sent by the bracers and how it led them to the sword.  Persephonie added a few details from her years of research.  By the time they were done talking, Arajin and Banji knew almost as much as Mat, Michael, and Persephonie.  The only details they didn’t share related to the spy network that Michael maintained.
To emphasize the mystical properties of the sword, Mat drew the sword and gave it to Arajin to hold.  Even though he was a huge, muscular man, he could barely hold the sword off the ground with both hands.  As Mat took the sword back effortlessly with one hand, it was truly apparent something magical was happening.
Mat also demonstrated that the sword would not cut a righteous man by running the tip of the sword down Michael’s arm.  With a mischievous smile, he looked at Banji.  “Given your occasional law-bending, I’m not sure if it would be safe to try that on you,” Mat added.
“Now, let’s talk about the two would-be assassins,” Michael said after they finished talking about the quest they had started.
“Andre and Rhoda have been with us for about a year,” Arajin said.  “I honestly don’t even remember what town they found us in, but they came to us and asked to travel with us.  They were poor and were trying to make a better life for themselves.  We let them work with us for a while and could see they were hard workers.”
“When we left that town, whatever it was,” Arajin continued, “we allowed them to come with us and I let them use one of our empty wagons.  They worked hard and paid me for the wagon as they earned money at each stop.  There wasn’t a set price.  After several months I told them they had paid me enough and they could consider the wagon their own.”
“They were a little weird,” Banji said.  He was going to say more, but thought better of it when Arajin glared at him.
“As Banji noted,” Arajin added, “they were a little different.  They were friendly, but didn’t really have any friends.  I chalked that up as them being new to the Gitano way of life.  Since they were hard workers and didn’t cause any problems, I didn’t worry about it.”
“Is there anybody else that is new to the group?” Michael asked.
“No, not really” Arajin answered.  “We have had between 45 and 50 people for the last four or five years.  The only fluctuations have been new babies and an occasional teenager who leaves and usually comes back.  The last new additions other than those two were Dimitri and Lucas.  They joined us around the same time four or five years ago.”
“What about Dimitri?”  Michael asked, “Do you trust him?”
“I think so,” Arajin said.  “He has shown a genuine hatred of the Northern Kingdom since the day he came to us.  Looking at the events of the night, it appears that he did protect Mat when he killed Andre.”
“Persephonie, can you do that Druid thing and make him tell the truth?” Mat asked.
“I can try,” she said, “but it is very difficult and it isn’t always effective.  A strong willed person may not be affected and there is no way I can say for sure if he is telling the truth.  It works best when a person is distracted and can’t focus on resisting.  Dying is a pretty big distraction so I think what Andre told us is true.”
“If it doesn’t hurt to try,” Arajin said, “I don’t see any reason not to at least ask him a few questions.  It won’t guarantee he is telling the truth, but it may tell us if he is lying.”
“Let’s do it now then,” Persephonie said.  “With his fresh wound, he may be distracted by the pain which should help.”
“I’ll go get him,” Arajin said and left the wagon.
A few minutes later, Arajin returned with a weary looking Dimitri.  He had his left shoulder bandaged up and his arm in a sling to keep it from moving.
“Dimitri,” Michael said, “thank you for saving Mat tonight.  There is no doubt that you defended him, but we need to ask you a few questions to be sure.”
“I have nothing to hide,” Dimitri said.  “I hate Anton and everything about him and the Northern Kingdom.”
“Dimitri,” Persephonie said, “I am going to hold your wrists and use a little Druid magic when I ask you questions.  Basically, what I will be doing is encouraging you to tell the truth.  You won’t feel anything or even know that anything is happening.  When I ask the questions, answer them simply and honestly.”
“OK,” he said.  “I don’t have anything to hide.  This does make me nervous, though, but I want to prove to you I have nothing to hide, so go ahead.”
Persephonie sat down next to Dimitri and gently grabbed his wrists.  She closed her eyes and projected her will onto him.  After a minute, she opened her eyes and started asking questions.
“What is your name?” Persephonie asked.
“My name is Dimitri,” he replied.
“Why are you here?” she asked next.
“To live in peace with my friends,” Dimitri replied.
“Why did you leave the Northern Kingdom?” Persephonie asked.
“Anton is a cruel man and he strives to rule everything,” he answered.
“Do you have any intentions to hurt Mat?” she asked.
“I have no desire to harm Mat or any of you.” Dimitri answered.
“Do you know anything about the quest we are on?” Persephonie asked.
“You are seeking something in the mountains,” he answered.  “It is supposedly in a cave.  That is all I know.”
“What about my sword?” Mat interjected.  “Why did you ask about my sword?”
Persephonie glared at Mat, but Dimitri was already answering “I believe you possess a legendary sword.  There are prophecies in the north of a powerful sword whose wielder could defeat the north.  I believe that is what Andre and Rhoda were after.”
“Is there anything else you want to tell us?” Persephonie asked.
“Only that I will not harm any of you,” Dimitri replied, “and I will do anything I can to help.”
Persephonie released Dimitri’s wrists and leaned back against the wagon wall.  She was exhausted from the effort.
“Ok, that is all we need, Dimitri,” Arajin said.  He led Dimitri out of the wagon and returned several minutes later.
While Arajin was gone, the group sat in the wagon in silence.  Each person was thinking through the events of the night and what the future may hold.  Arajin returned a few minutes later with a troubled look on his face.
“So where do we go from here?” Arajin asked.
“That depends largely on you,” Michael replied.  “If you are going to help us, we have to decide what we need to do as a group.  If you are not going to help us, we will be leaving today and will ask you to keep everything you have learned a secret.”
“I cannot ask my people to get involved in this,” Arajin said.  “For the most part, they are peaceful people and they have no place in this type of conflict.”
“But we can’t just let them move on without helping!” Banji interrupted.
Arajin glared at Banji. “Quit interrupting me,” he snapped.  “I’m in charge here.  Besides, I wasn’t finished.  I was going to say that I would go with them into the mountains and would ask you and Lucas to accompany us.”
“What about Dimitri?” Michael asked.
“I’m not sure,” Arajin replied.  “He is skilled with a sword and knows the mountains we are going to be searching.  He appears to be on our side as well.”
“I didn’t sense any deception in his answers,” Persephonie added.
“And he did save my life tonight,” Mat said.
“If we are all in agreement then,” Michael said, “we can ask Dimitri if he is willing to join our journey.  We won’t share any details with him unless he agrees to join us.”
“I will ask Lucas as well,” Arajin said.  “I am sure he will agree, but I will make sure.”
“I think the best thing to do is stay together with the whole group until we reach Westport,” Michael said.  “After that, we can head into the mountains as a small group.”
“Agreed,” Arajin said.  “I will get our answers and be right back.”
After a few minutes, Arajin returned with word that Lucas was happy to serve in any way he could and Dimitri was willing to go on the quest into the mountains as originally planned.
And with that, the group of three became a group of seven.  Banji was excited to be on a real adventure.  Mat and Persephonie were glad to have more help, but in the aftermath of the assassination attempt, they were predictably less enthusiastic.  Arajin and Michael were determined to do their duty to protect the rest of the group and Solandeus as a whole.  Lucas was a silent guardian (figuratively and literally) and Dimitri was still a wildcard that nobody fully understood yet.
Only time would tell if this group had what it would take to re-assemble the Armor of God and save Solandeus.
 



Chapter 24
 
Anton stood at the window looking south towards the Great Divide and Solandeus beyond.  It was the dead of winter and, unlike the warm winters in the South, it was bitterly cold outside.  However, the cold air didn’t even begin to cool the rage burning inside of him.
Anton stood almost seven feet tall and weighed close to 300 pounds, but there wasn’t an ounce of fat on his body.  Despite the cold, he only wore leather pants and a fur-lined sleeveless leather vest that exposed massive arms and a muscled chest.  His head was shaved except for a single braid that originated from the crown of his head and ran down his back.  His face was clean shaven except for a goatee that was twined into four separate braids.  In each ear, Anton had seven small hoop earrings.
Behind him stood a man who would have been large in any other setting, but compared to Anton he looked small.  He was Anton’s Minister of Intelligence, Inis, and he had just delivered bad news.  He stood with his hands behind his back and fidgeted nervously.
“Tell me again what happened,” Anton demanded as he continued to look out the window.
“I got a message from two of our agents in Solandeus,” the man replied.  “It said, ‘We found the sword.’  That was two days ago.”
“I know that,” Anton shouted as he turned to face the man.  “You told me that two days ago.  What happened today?”
“I got another message,” he said, trembling.  “It said the agents were dead after a failed attempt to assassinate the young man with the sword.”
Before Inis could even react, Anton launched a right hook that connected with his left cheek.  The blow broke his jaw and sent him flying.  He landed with a whimper; hands covering his shattered face.
“I told you to instruct them to watch but not interfere!” Anton screamed, kicking the man in the stomach before he could scramble back to his feet.
“I did,” the man whimpered.  “It’s not my fault!”
“Everything that happens under your watch is your responsibility.  That makes it your fault,” Anton said calmly.
Anton reached down, grabbed the man by the throat, and pulled him to his feet.  With one hand around his throat, he lifted the man off the ground until he could look him in the eye.
“You have served me well, but you know the price of failure,” Anton said as he held the man in the air.
Anton gazed calmly into Inis’s eyes as he struggled to breath and kicked his feet while his face turned blue.  After a moment, the struggling ceased as he suffocated. Anton held him there for another minute, threw the man into a corner, and screamed “Ahhhhhhhh!”
He walked back to the window and looked to the south again.  He was still angry, but killing his Minister of Intelligence had taken some of the edge off.  It was definitely inconvenient that the boy would be on his guard, but there was nothing he could do about it now.  Anton had the largest and most ruthless army seen in 300 years, and even the prophecies said there was nothing that could stop him.  Certainly not a boy with a magical sword.
“I am coming, boy, and there is nothing you or your sword can do to stop me!” he whispered to nobody in particular and everybody at the same time.
 



Chapter 25
 
For the rest of the trip to Westport, Mat, Michael, Persephonie, Arajin, and Banji stayed together almost constantly.  Lucas remained a silent bodyguard and provided another level of security for Mat.  Dimitri spent time with the group but also spent a lot of time resting as he recovered from being shot with an arrow.
As they traveled, Mat continued to learn about Druid magic from Persephonie.  Dimitri’s wounded shoulder gave him a chance to practice Druid healing powers.  As with other powers, Druid healing amplified what was already there.  It used the body’s inherent ability to heal and encouraged it to happen faster.  Between Persephonie’s established healing ability and Mat’s practice healing, Dimitri’s wound, which would normally take months to heal, should be completely healed within a week.
Each evening after they made camp, the group trained together.  Arajin’s favorite weapon was a huge war hammer that he swung effortlessly with one hand.  With his off hand, he used a shield to deflect blows aimed at him.  He was half a foot taller than both Mat and Michael and would be a very formidable force in any battle.  Lucas and Dimitri favored fighting with short swords in each hand.  At least, Dimitri would use two swords once his shoulder healed.
The group decided that Arajin would take the center position if they were able to form a battle line.  Mat and Michael would fight with their long swords to either side of him.  The outer ends of the line would be Lucas and Dimitri with their short swords.  If possible, Persephonie and Banji would stay behind the line to fire arrows and throw knives as they found openings.  If needed, Persephonie could inflict a lot of damage with her staff, and Banji’s knives were lethal at close range.
The group sparred with each other and practiced fighting in formation.  Without others to fight against as a group, though, they couldn’t truly develop a group fighting style, but they at least had a plan if they got the opportunity.
When the Gitano caravan pulled into Westport, Michael recommended that they try to get some group combat training.  As a Basilican Knight, he had access to the military training grounds and was able to arrange group training sessions.  The local drill sergeant was more than happy to let his new recruits participate in combat training.
The first day of training was a complete disaster for Mat’s companions as they tried to learn how to defend from a group attack.  Since it was training, they wouldn’t be using arrows or throwing knives so Persephonie and Banji took the end positions in the line.  Michael and Arajin had experience fighting as a group, but the rest of them had no idea what to do.  More than once, members of the group were knocked down from behind by their companions as they stepped in front of strikes.
By the end of the first day, though, they started getting the hang of defending as a group and left feeling good about their improving abilities.  Around the campfire that night, Arajin and Michael shared insight on the day’s training and shared laughs at the expense of the others who were battered and bruised.  They agreed that the group had made progress, so the scrapes were definitely worth it.  They planned to return the next day for more training.
The next day, training changed from defense to offense.  The drill sergeant’s recruits formed a defensive line, and the group worked together to attack as a unit.  Again, Michael and Arajin were the only two that had experience fighting in this way, so they did their best to stay separated from the rest of the group and let them practice.  They watched from the edge of the practice battle as the rest tripped over each other and were easily repelled by the defending line.  On the occasions that they entered the fray, it was immediately apparent how skilled the two were.  Working together, they seemed to effortlessly break apart the defending line, but it just as easily reformed as soon as they pulled back.
As with the first day, the group did make good progress, and by the time they left they had been able to break through the defenses thrown at them a few times.  That night, Persephonie continued Mat’s Druid healing training by tending to some of the scrapes and bruises the group had sustained the last few days.  Mat realized that this type of healing could prove to be very helpful during a military campaign and was thankful Persephonie was with them, both to heal and to teach him how to do it.
Heading into the third day of training, the group felt pretty good after getting some of their bumps and bruises healed.  When they arrived, they realized that they were in for something new again.  Instead of new recruits, they found seasoned veterans waiting to practice.  They broke up into sets of two and three and faced off in small group combat training.
As with previous days, Michael and Arajin were virtually untouchable when fighting together.  When Mat joined them to form a group of three, they had a few early mishaps, but Mat quickly adjusted to fighting in their company, and the three of them fighting back to back seemed able to stand up to any challenge.  At one point they defeated a group of 12 veteran soldiers.
Mat, Persephonie, and Banji also fought together as a group and were able to defend themselves from attack, but they didn’t have a lot of success when they tried to go on the offensive.  Their most successful attacks came when Mat went on the offensive while Banji and Persephonie protected his back.  They found success when facing up to four or five opponents, but the trio were easily overwhelmed when six or more enemies presented themselves.
Dimitri and Lucas seemed to be at their best when paired up.  Dimitri’s shoulder was pretty much healed due to Druid healing, and he was using two short swords again, as was Lucas.  Their fighting style represented a bar room brawl or back alley fight more than organized combat, but, when working together, they were a formidable force.
Sitting around the campfire after their third day of training, Michael told the group he was proud of the progress they had made.  Arajin added that he felt they now had a chance against anything they would likely face.  While they could keep training every day and get better, they decided it would be best to move on with their quest before Anton had another chance to strike at them.
They briefly discussed trying to make contact with the King, but even with his nephew, Mat, in the group, they would probably have to wait days to get an audience.  In the end, they decided that there really wasn’t any benefit in talking to the King right now and it would only slow them down.
The next day the group gathered the winter gear and supplies they would need for the trip into the mountains to find the Helmet of Salvation.  Mat couldn’t help but feel that the quest was becoming more like a military campaign than the adventure they had set out upon.  He wasn’t any less determined to complete it, but the tone had certainly changed.
 
 



Chapter 26
 
In most of Solandeus, winter was warm with overcast skies and rainy days, but in the mountains, winter meant snow. It wasn’t as cold and snowy as it was in the Northern Kingdom, but it was enough to make traveling hazardous if you weren’t careful.
This part of the Kingdom didn’t have any well- maintained roads, and the trails they had to follow were far from well-maintained.  It took the group three days to get to the foothills of the Great Divide and a trading outpost called Last Hope.
Last Hope was home to trappers, traders, and a few men who had crossed the mountains from the Northern Kingdom.  The town consisted of around 20 buildings and included no fewer than six taverns.  It was their last chance to get supplies and details about the mountains they were heading into.
After the group settled down at the only inn in town, Michael and Arajin set out to get the information they needed.  As two formidable warriors, they were more likely to get straight answers than a group that contained three teenagers.  They were able to quickly find a map of the trails that criss-crossed the mountains.  Several trappers verified the accuracy of the map and even marked good places to make camp once they were in the mountains.
Finding any information about the cave where the Helmet of Salvation was hidden proved to be much more difficult.  While several trappers knew of the Valley of Caves, no one had any specific knowledge that would help them.
The only lead they were able to obtain was a story an old trapper was told when he was a child.  The story was about a cave that was warm even during the winter; his grandfather had stumbled across it when lost in the mountains.  He was nearly frozen to death when he found the cave, and the warmth of the cave thawed him out and saved his life.  Besides the warmth, the cave was noteworthy for its walls which were covered with paintings of knights and ancient battles.
Unfortunately, the old man didn’t know where the cave was.  His grandfather was never able to find the cave again after it saved his life.  He just knew it was somewhere the Valley of Caves where they were already planning to search.
After visiting all the local taverns, Michael and Arajin returned to the inn with the information and maps they had gathered.  While it wasn’t much, it was more than they had expected to learn.  The mysterious cave story, even if it was close to a century old, was a good sign.  The only thing they could do now was head into the mountains and start their search.
The following morning, they loaded up their gear and supplies.  They were packing enough food to last them three months until the snow melted in the spring, but they hoped to find success long before then.
 



Chapter 27
 
After leaving Last Hope, the journey into the mountains went smoothly but slowly.  Following the trails noted on the maps and using the suggested campsites, they steadily progressed deep into the mountains where the caves were to be found.
By the time they reached the Valley of Caves, two weeks had passed, and the group was weary from traveling.  With the horses loaded up with supplies and food, they had to walk the entire way, and that had taken a lot of energy.  The Valley of Caves offered a chance to make camp in a cave that would keep them warm and dry at night, and the entire group was in need of that.
They entered the Valley of Caves from the southern end and, after a quick search, found a cave that would be suitable for setting up camp.  It was a large cave with two side chambers so they could keep the horses in one and sleep in the other, leaving the main chamber as a common area.  It also had a natural chimney that would let out smoke so they could have a fire in the cave for added warmth and cooking.
As they sat around the fire the first night, the group enjoyed the general comfort of being in a warm cave instead of outside in the snow.  Searching the valley for the specific cave from the trapper’s story would be a challenge, but most of the group was generally optimistic about finding the right cave.
Mat was not one of those feeling optimistic.  He had worn the bracers non-stop since they entered the mountains, expecting a vision or dream to point the way.  After two weeks of no visions, he was starting to question their likelihood of succeeding.  Without help from visions, it could take months or even years to search all the caves.
That night, however, Mat had dreams of battles with barbarians.  Unlike previous visions where he felt like he was seeing through another’s eyes, this time it was him fighting the battles.  His friends were at his side as they fought battle after battle against Northern Kingdom armies.  He was dressed in light weight yet seemingly indestructible armor, and every battle seemed to turn when he entered the fray.
As successful as each battle was, before full victory was reached in any battle, he was whisked away to another.  There seemed to be a never-ending string of battles that he had to face.  When he woke in the morning, he felt weary from all the dreamtime battles instead of refreshed.
During their breakfast of oatmeal and dried fruit, the group sat around the fire and went over their plan for searching the valley.  Using the maps, they would work their way around the valley marking the location of each cave they searched.  They would start with the caves closest to their current location and travel on foot.  Once they got far enough into the valley that they were spending as much time traveling as searching, they would either travel on horseback or move their camp.
As they set out on their first day of searching, they traveled light.  They brought trail rations so they could have a cold lunch while searching but planned to be back by nightfall, so they didn’t bring any other gear. This would allow them to travel farther and search more caves.
By midday, they had traveled less than a mile and had searched 12 small caves.  Everyone was starting to realize how large the task ahead could be.  They were following a well-used game trail and had just entered a small clearing when Persephonie quickly came to a stop.
“We’re not alone,” she said quietly to Mat who was walking next to her.
“I feel it too,” Mat said after a moment.
“There are a lot of people,” Persephonie added.
“Michael, can we stop for a minute?” Mat called out.
As Michael turned to see what Mat wanted, a battle cry erupted from the woods in front of them.  As the sound was repeated from both sides, scores of men charged out of the trees.  The group barely had time to draw their weapons before the attackers were on them.
The first wave crashed into Michael and Arajin who were leading the group.  Arajin stepped forward to meet the charge, and his giant war hammer smashed into the first man, breaking bones and sending him flying before he could even swing.  Using his shield, he smoothly blocked an ax swinging at his head, and Michael stepped in and stabbed that man in the chest.  Arajin spun around and crushed the skull of an attacker trying to strike at Michael from behind while he was engaged.  The two fought together with devastating effectiveness and quickly had five of the attackers down.
Mat and Dimitri stepped in front of Persephonie and Banji and met the charge to the right of Michael and Arajin.  Dimitri dodged and deflected blows keeping several men back.  This gave Persephonie a chance to draw her bow and start firing at attackers before they engaged in battle.  It also allowed Banji to hurl throwing knives with deadly accuracy.
Mat stepped into the frey, slicing through the enemy with the Sword of Spirit.  He seemed to be one step ahead of the action and was spinning away from blows before they even came close.  Each time he slashed or thrust his sword, another man fell.  Within moments, there were five more attackers out of the battle.
On the left, Lucas met the charge with his whirling blades.  His swords moved faster than the enemy could block, and he quickly bloodied multiple attackers.  He wasn’t able to strike with killing intent, but he did cut and slash and break the charge.  As he fought, he worked his way closer to Michael and Arajin to form a unified defensive front.
As Lucas was working his way towards Michael and Arajin from the left, Mat disengaged from the initial attack and did the same from the right.  Dimitri followed Mat while Persephonie and Banji worked their way into the protective pocket created by the defensive front.
Despite their early success, which had taken a dozen or more men out of the fight, they were still outnumbered at least four to one.  Even with a good defensive front now formed, defeating the remaining 30 or more men was going to be a challenge.  Fortunately, the enemy was determined to overcome them by brute force, and they repeatedly crashed into the defensive front the little group had formed.  If the attackers had any archers or had decided to work around and outflank them, the battle would have been quickly over.  By attacking head on, the enemy gave them a chance to defend themselves.
While they formed their defensive front and focused on repelling the attack, the attackers on the front line didn’t drop as quickly as they had in the initial surge.  At this stage of the battle, Persephonie and Banji took control.  Within minutes, Persephonie had emptied her quiver, and each of her arrows had taken down an enemy.  At the same time, Banji launched throwing knives into the ranks of attackers.  Between the two, they quickly cut down a dozen or more of the on-rushing enemy.
With the battle turning in their favor, the defensive line broke apart and went on the offensive.  Michael and Arajin advanced forward and worked together to cut down enemy soldiers.  On the right side, Mat stepped forward and took out three men, which allowed Dimitri to disengage and spin back over to the left front to fight as a team with Lucas.
Before he got too far from the group where he could be isolated, Mat abandoned his single man attack and joined Persephonie and Banji to fight as a unit.  He knew he was less explosive working with the other two, but he also realized this kept him from being overwhelmed from behind and helped to keep the other two safe.
As Mat blocked enemy attacks and countered with precise slashes and thrusts, Persephonie used her staff to block enemy blows and keep them back with quick jabs.  Banji ducked under blows and slashed at legs, causing non-lethal but disabling wounds.
With the battle turning completely in their favor, Banji stepped out to slash at the hamstring of a man Mat was engaged with.  As he darted out to get behind the man, a large warrior wielding a club disengaged from Michael and Arajin and swung towards Banji.
“Banji, behind you,” Persephonie screamed as she saw what was happening.
As Banji turned to the attacker, he was able to jump back and partially avoid the blow that would have crushed his chest if it had connected.  The blow glanced off his shoulder absorbing some of the impact and connected with the left side of his head, sending him flying.
When Mat saw Banji go down, he went berserk.  The controlled rage which fueled his fighting boiled to the surface, and he went on a righteous rampage delivering merciless justice to the enemy.  His blows came quicker than any could defend.  Their attacks were too slow to connect.  He performed a deadly dance that left bodies in its wake.  Within moments the battle was over, and Mat stood there splattered in enemy blood looking for an outlet for his rage.
As he stood there shaking with rage, his friends looked at him in awe and a little bit of fear.  When his mind cleared, the details of the battle came back to him, and he looked around frantically for Banji.  He saw his friend lying on the ground, motionless with blood running down the side of his face, and rushed to his side.
Persephonie reached Banji before Mat and was already entering a Druid healing trance.  As he knelt there watching Persephonie attempt to heal Banji, Mat felt completely helpless.  He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up to see Michael’s gaze on him.
“Let Persephonie work on Banji,” Michael said.  “She will heal him if she can.”
“We need to check the enemy survivors and see if we can get any information,” Arajin added.
“You’re right,” Mat agreed and stood up to go with them.
Lucas approached Mat, Michael, and Arajin and flashed hand signals.  Arajin flashed back at him, and he repeated the same hand signs.
“But that doesn’t make any sense,” Arajin said.  “They can’t all be dead.”
“What?” Michael asked.
“Lucas says they’re all dead,” Arajin replied.  “Every one of them is dead.”
Dimitri came to them and confirmed that all the enemy was dead.  “There should be survivors, but they may have taken poison to avoid capture.  Anton’s soldiers have been known to do that,” he said.
Not willing to accept that there were no survivors, Michael went through and checked for himself.  While searching the bodies for anything that might give them useful information, he also collected arrows and throwing knives.  He didn’t find anything that tied the attackers directly to Anton and the Northern Kingdom, but that is where they had to come from.
When he finished searching the bodies, Michael found Mat sitting on a log, his elbows resting on his knees and his head in his hands.  Arajin was sitting next to him with his arm around his shoulders comforting him.  Michael sat down on the other side of Mat, put his hand on his arm, and told him everything was going to be ok.
After sitting in silence for several minutes, Mat looked up as Persephonie walked over.  “I’ve stopped the bleeding and done everything I can do for now,” she said.
“Is he going to be ok?” Mat asked.
“I don’t know,” she answered.  “As I said, I stopped the bleeding, but he still isn’t conscious.  Head injuries are difficult to treat because there are no outward signs.  We won’t know how he’s doing until he wakes up.”
“So what do we do now?” Mat asked.
“Let’s get him back to the cave,” Michael said.  “We need to make a stretcher so we can carry him back without shaking him up too much.”
Using a couple of saplings and some of the enemy cloaks, they quickly fashioned a stretcher.  After gently placing Banji in the stretcher, they started the solemn trek back to the cave.
As they walked, Mat reflected on the battle and the quest so far.  After the second attempt to kill him and the rest of the group, with Banji on the verge of death, Mat wished nothing more than to go back to his boring days as a third son with no real responsibility in life.
 
 



Chapter 28
 
Back at the cave, they made Banji as comfortable as they could and let him rest.  Around the fire, they discussed the day’s events and what they meant to their quest.
Those in the group with previous battle experience knew they had fought extremely well and looked at the day as an overwhelming success.  They defeated an enemy force of almost 50 men with a group of seven, three of whom were teenagers with no real battle experience.  That was simply unheard of.  To do that with only one significant injury was nothing short of a miracle.
Mat didn’t see it that way.  All he could think of was the injury to his friend, Banji.  Michael could see he was sinking into a depression and knew he had to do something to bring him out of it.
“You were very impressive today,” Michael told Mat.  “Without you, we would probably all be dead.”
“If it weren’t for me,” Mat said, “there wouldn’t have even been a battle.”
“That may be true,” Michael replied, “but you can’t change that now.  I know you’re questioning our mission and the role you play.  That is only natural.  After watching you today, I have no doubt that you are the one chosen to wear the Armor of God.  The question you have to answer is whether you believe what you are doing is right.”
“I think it needs to be done, but I don’t know if I can do it,” Mat said.  “I am responsible for Banji’s injury, and I don’t know if I can live with myself if he dies.”
“You are not responsible for what happened to Banji,” Arajin said.  “The men who attacked us are responsible for that, and we have delivered justice for their actions.  Banji is young, but he knew the risks.  He chose to go on this quest because he believed it was the right thing to do.  We all believe it is the right thing to do.  You did not choose for us, we each made our own choice.”
“And you need to make your own choice,” Michael said.  “We cannot force you to continue this quest or take on the burden it will likely mean.  God may have chosen you, but he will not force you to wear the armor and protect the people of Solandeus.  You have to voluntarily choose to do that.”
“But what if I make mistakes and people die?”  Mat asked.
“You will make mistakes,” Michael said, “and people will die.  My hope is that by doing what we are doing, we will be able to save more people.  Take this group of barbarians as an example.  If we had not been here to stop them, how many people could they have killed?  Our actions here may have saved hundreds of innocent lives.  That is why we are here.  To protect those who cannot protect themselves.”
“Don’t assume the worst,” Arajin added.  “Banji is a strong boy.  He will come out of this.”
“I promise I will do everything I can to heal him,” Persephonie said.
“I don’t want people to die because of me,” Mat said.  “Even if they choose to follow me on this quest.”
“That is precisely why we follow you,” Michael said.  “You put the welfare of others ahead of yourself.  That is a trait of a good leader.”
“Ok,” Mat said, “I will try to move forward and complete the quest we have started.”
“Even if you still doubt yourself,” Michael said, “I believe in you, Mat.”
“As do I,” Arajin added.
“All right,” Mat said, “Tomorrow we resume the search.  We just need to be more careful in case there are more men out there.”
“I will send Dimitri and Lucas out tomorrow morning to scout the area,” Arajin said.  “If there are more men, they will find them.”
“I’m going to go tell Banji I am sorry, even if he can’t hear me right now,” Mat said.  “Tonight I will pray for his recovery, and tomorrow I will focus on finding the Helmet of Salvation.”
Mat left the fire and went back to the chamber where Banji was sleeping.  He sat next to him and put his hand on his shoulder as he told him how sorry he was that he got hurt.  He told him that he had avenged him and that none of the men that had attacked them got away.  Mat promised him he would do everything he could to help him get better and protect him in the future.  He finally asked Banji to forgive him for getting him into this mess.
As he closed his eyes and asked God to heal Banji, he felt a peace come over him.  He felt like Banji was there telling him everything was going to be ok.  When he opened his eyes, he expected Banji to be sitting up looking at him, but instead he found Persephonie.
“So how are you doing with all of this?” Mat asked.
“Ok, I think.”  She said.  “I know Banji is hurt, but I believe everything is going to be ok.  In fact, more than ever before, I believe we are doing the right thing, and I know we are going to succeed.  Those men that attacked us needed to be stopped, and I think we were supposed to do that.”
“I know what you mean about stopping them,” Mat said.  “In the past, I have always felt remorse after a fight when someone dies.  Today, there was no regret.  I know in my heart that they were evil men, and we did what was right in defeating them.  I just wish Banji wasn’t hurt.”
“I will make sure he gets better,” Persephonie said.  “You focus on finding the helmet, and I will focus on Banji.”
“I can do that,” Mat said.  “Let’s go talk with the rest of the group so they don’t worry about us.” 
Mat and Persephonie rejoined the group around the fire.  They talked about the battle and some of the heroics that took place.  Mat had shown himself to be a virtually unstoppable swordsman.  Persephonie and Banji had been deadly with their arrows and throwing knives.  Lucas and Dimitri had been whirling blades of death that were virtually impossible to avoid.  Arajin and Michael had proven to be unstoppable forces of destruction.  After talking about the heroics, the group actually felt pretty good about the battle and discussed a few changes that might make them more effective next time.
They also talked about the attack itself.  They wondered if the men who attacked them were looking for them specifically or if it was a coincidence.  With nobody to interrogate, it was impossible to tell.
It was possible that Andre and Rhoda sent word as to where they were heading before they tried to kill Mat, and it was also possible that Anton had a spy in Last Hope.  In either case, they definitely needed to be more careful and make sure they weren’t ambushed again.
That night, they decided to start having a watch again to ensure they weren’t taken by surprise.
 



Chapter 29
 
The following morning, Lucas and Dimitri left early to scout the area.  They returned several hours later and said that they found a cave where it looked like their attackers had been staying.  It appeared that they had been there for several days so they assumed the attack had been planned as opposed to being a coincidence.
Other than in the cave, they didn’t find any evidence of enemies.  The cave did not look to have been used the previous night, and there weren’t any fresh signs of people.
Feeling confident that they were now alone in the Valley of Caves, the group set out to search again shortly before midday.  Persephonie stayed back in the cave to take care of Banji and to be there if he woke up.
The rest of the group divided up into two groups and searched caves until it was almost dark.  They made good progress but didn’t come across any signs of the cave they were looking for.
As they returned to their cave camp, Mat walked with a spring in his step, confident that he would be able to talk to Banji again.  When he reached the cave mouth, he ran back to the sleeping chamber expecting to see Banji awake and talking.
When he got there, he found Persephonie kneeling next to him with her hands on his forehead working on healing him.  When she heard Mat approach, she looked up and shook her head slightly indicating that Banji had not woke.
“I was able to get him to drink water,” she said, “but he still hasn’t woke up.”
Mat nodded and went back into the common area to discuss the day’s search with the rest of the group.  It wasn’t the ideal way to end the day, but he was still confident everything would be ok.
 
- - - - - - - - - -
 
Two weeks later, Banji still had not woken up.  Persephonie was able to get him to drink water and soup broth to keep him hydrated, but he was clearly losing weight.  Mat was starting to worry that he would never wake up.
The search for the Helmet of Salvation wasn’t going any better.  They had searched a lot of caves but had not found even a sign that they were in the right area.  Since Mat had not had any helpful visions to guide them, they had no choice but to keep moving down the valley, searching caves as they went.
They had progressed far enough down the valley that they were spending more time traveling than searching, so they were going to stay out for a few days on this trip.  Persephonie stayed back at the cave to take care of Banji.  Lucas and Dimitri stayed behind as well just in case more of Anton’s men showed up.
Over the last two weeks, Mat was starting to come to terms with the possibility that Banji would not wake up, but he was still hopeful.  Michael and Arajin had been instrumental in helping him through that possibility.
While they walked, Michael and Arajin talked to Mat about different aspects of leadership.  Arajin had been the leader of a group of almost 50 people all day, every day for the last five years.  He was able to tell Mat about the day-to-day issues a leader faced.  Michael had been a military leader for the last 10 years and was able to teach Mat about military leadership.
Without realizing it, Mat was learning how to become a good leader.  He had not thought that far ahead, but Michael and Arajin both knew that Mat would be called upon to lead once they finished their quest.  They planned to be there to help him, but in the end, Mat was the one who would be called on to lead men against Anton and the forces of the Northern Kingdom.
As the day wore on, the sun was starting to warm up the mountainside.  Snow was starting to melt which signaled that winter would soon be coming to an end.
When the sun started going down, they started looking for a cave to spend the night in.  As they spotted one up ahead, they heard a loud “WHUMP” followed by a cracking and roaring sound.  As they looked up they saw tons of snow rumbling down the mountain right at them.
 
- - - - - - - - - -
 
Back in the main cave, Banji bolted upright in a panic.  “Mat!” he screamed.
Persephonie ran back to the chamber where Banji had been sleeping to see what was going on.
“I saw Mat, Michael, and Arajin,” Banji said frantically.  “They were walking on a trail, and a huge avalanche was coming down on them.  I saw them disappear under the snow!  I think it really happened.”
“I’m sure it was just a dream,” Persephonie said, trying to calm him down.  “You have been out for over two weeks.  The nightmare was probably a result of being out for so long.”
“I don’t think it was a dream,” Banji said.
Persephonie was grateful to have Banji awake again.  He didn’t appear to have any lingering effects from the blow to the head, and he actually remembered everything right up until he got hit.  He was weak from being unconscious for two weeks, but other than that he seemed completely fine.  She helped him into the other room so he could sit near the fire and eat something to help build his strength up.
Banji repeated his dream to Dimitri and Lucas.  Everybody agreed that there was nothing that could be done that night, however they would go out in the morning and look for Mat, Michael, and Arajin.
Persephonie spent a long, sleepless night worrying about Mat and the others.  She knew that if they truly were trapped by an avalanche, they would suffocate or freeze to death long before anyone could get there to rescue them.  Her only hope was that Banji’s dream was only a dream. 
 



Chapter 30
 
Mat slowly opened his eyes, unsure of exactly where he was.  It was fairly dark, and he couldn’t see much of anything.  His head hurt, and he was cold, very cold. He realized he was half buried in snow, and everything started coming back to him.
They had been walking along a game trail when the avalanche started.  They ran towards a cave, but an avalanche isn’t something that you can easily outrun.  They were almost safe when it hit them.  The last thing he remembered was the force of tons of snow slamming into him.
His eyes were starting to adjust to the darkness, and he could see that he was in a cave.  The entrance to that cave was completely blocked by the snow that he was buried in.
While digging himself out of the snow, he looked around frantically for Michael and Arajin.  As he freed himself, he saw Arajin by the wall of the cave.  He appeared to be unconscious, but he wasn’t buried in snow.  He searched the pile of snow blocking the entrance and found Michael almost completely buried and quickly started to dig him out with his bare hands.
By the time he freed Michael’s upper body from the snow, Mat’s hands were frozen and bloody.  Michael was breathing but was still unconscious, and Mat knew he had to get him out of the snow and warmed up or he would freeze to death.  He wrapped his arms around Michael’s chest and pulled with all of his might, but he was unable to budge him.  He stopped for a minute to gather his strength before trying again.
“Let me try,” Arajin said as he came up behind Mat.
“Oh, good,” Mat said, “You’re ok.  I saw that you were out of the snow so I tried to get Michael free first.”
“You did the right thing,” Arajin replied.  “Now, let me see if I we can pull him out.”
Arajin reached down and wrapped his arms around Michael.  As he straightened up and pulled, Michael slowly started to come out of the snow.  With one final pull, Michael was free, and Arajin carried him back into the cave away from the snow-blocked entrance.
“I still have my pack,” Arajin said as he walked back over to where Mat had seen him lying on the ground.  “I have flint and steel to light a fire if we can find some wood in this cave.  We could use some light, and we definitely need to get Michael warmed up.”
“I agree,” Mat said, “but it actually feels warm in here already.”
“I think you’re right,” Arajin said, “but a fire will make it even better.”
After a quick search, they found a few pieces of wood.  That would be enough to start a fire but not enough to make a big one.  It was too dark to search most of the cave so they were hopeful that they would find more wood once they had some light.
They piled the wood near the still unconscious Michael, and Arajin used the flint and steel to start a fire.  As the fire flared up and cast light on the walls, Mat forgot all about Michael.  The cave walls were covered in paintings of knights and ancient battles.  This was the cave they were searching for.
Mat took a stick from the fire to use as a torch and started examining the cave paintings.  The scenes on the walls were familiar to him.  Many of them he had seen in his dreams.  As he reached the back of the cave, he stopped at a painting that shook him to the core of who he was.  He stood there and couldn’t look away.
“Do you doubt any longer that you are the one chosen to wear the Armor of God?” a familiar voice asked from behind him.
Mat turned to see Michael looking at him, and past him, at the painting on the back wall.  He had some scrapes on his face, but other than that he looked ok.
“I don’t understand what this means,” Mat said as he turned back to the painting on the back wall.
On the back wall was a life-sized painting of a young knight.  He held a sword in front of him with both hands.  The point of the sword rested on the ground, and Mat could see it was the Sword of Spirit.  The knight in the painting was also wearing what appeared to be the same bracers he now wore.  Mat assumed that the rest of the armor worn by the knight was the Armor of God.
The part of the painting that Mat didn’t understand was the young knight’s face.  As with the rest of the paintings, Mat was familiar with the knight’s face . . . it was his own.
“I already told you I believed you are the one who is supposed to wear the Armor of God,” Michael said, “and I think this makes it indisputable.”
“But how is this possible?” Mat asked.
“It is simple,” Michael said, “God knew you long before you were born, and he knew you were going to be the one to deliver his justice and save the people of Solandeus.”
“So what do I do now?” Mat asked.
“That, I don’t know,” Michael answered softly.
While Mat continued to study the cave paintings, Michael and Arajin worked on digging them out of the cave.  It took a couple of hours for them to dig a hole through the snow to the outside.  By that point, it was dark, and the small fire they had started was completely burned out.
Once they were outside, Mat joined them to get some fresh air and clear his head.  He had studied the paintings until the fire burned out but still didn’t have any idea where to find the helmet.  He also needed to get away for a few minutes because seeing his face on an ancient cave painting overwhelmed him.
While they were outside, they gathered some firewood to light the cave and keep them warm.  The avalanche had knocked over almost every tree and broke them to pieces so firewood was easy to find.  If they had not made it to the cave, it would have broken them to pieces too.
Back inside the cave with a roaring fire going, Mat, Michael, and Arajin studied the cave paintings and searched the cave for a hiding place where the Helmet of Salvation might be stashed.  They searched the cave for hours but didn’t find anything, so they gave up for  the night and tried to get some sleep.  After the day’s events they all needed some rest.
When Michael and Arajin woke in the morning, they found Mat standing in front of the painting of the knight that was his lookalike.  When he heard them stirring, he returned to the fire and told them he had been staring at the panting for hours but still didn’t know what he was supposed to do.
“The only feeling I have is that the sword is important,” Mat said.  “When I look at the painting, the sword seems to stand out and draw my attention in.  I have traced it with my finger, pushed on it, and inspected it over and over again, but nothing happens or changes.”
“Have you tried putting the real sword up against the painted sword?” Arajin asked.
The moment Arajin said it, Mat knew that was the answer.  He drew the sword as he walked toward the painting.  The blade began glowing, and the closer he got to the painting, the more it glowed.
As Mat held the sword point down and brought it near the painting, it was drawn to it like iron to a magnet.  As the real Sword of Spirit touched the painted one, it clicked into place and was held there.  The glowing intensified until it was too bright to even look at, then it quickly went dark.
Once the glowing ceased, the sword was released and fell to the ground.  At the same time, a compartment above the knight’s head opened with a click.  Mat reached inside and slowly pulled out a simple, yet magnificent helmet.  There was no doubt that it was the Helmet of Salvation; it matched the one in the painting perfectly.
The helmet looked to be made of polished steel.  It had a simple rounded top and was completely open in the front, while it extended down to protect the sides and back of the head and neck.  An intricately etched gold circle ran around the helmet above the opening; it almost looked like a crown.
Mat raised the helmet and slid it onto his head.  It fit perfectly.  It was so lightweight and well-fitting that he knew he could easily forget that he was wearing it.
“Do you feel anything?” Michael asked.  “The Helmet of Salvation is supposed to bless the wearer with wisdom and intelligence.”
“I don’t feel different,” Mat said, “but I’m not thinking about anything that requires intelligence or wisdom right now.  Just like the bracers and sword, the helmet feels like I have had it for years.  It just feels right sitting on my head.”
Arajin was tall enough to see inside the compartment.  “I think there is something else inside,” he said, reaching in and withdrawing a rolled parchment.  He handed it to Mat, and they walked over to the fire to get a look at it.
When they were back at the fire for better light, Mat and Arajin unrolled the parchment.  It wanted to curl back up on itself, so they worked together to hold it open.
Michael joined them. “It appears to be a map to something in the Northern Kingdom,” he said.
“I know that region,” Arajin said.  “It is very isolated.  I didn’t even know there was anything there.”
“It looks like our next stop is in enemy territory,” Mat stated.
 



Chapter 31
 
On the way back to the main cave, Mat, Michael, and Arajin met Dimitri and Persephonie who had gone out searching for them.  They learned that Banji had awakened the previous night about the same time that they were caught by the avalanche.  He was weak from being unconscious for weeks, but other than that he was unharmed.
Upon their return to the main cave, there was a joyous reunion.  Mat told them about the cave and how they survived an avalanche to find it.  They talked about the map they found with the helmet and what they would have to do next.
With the snow starting to melt there was a risk of more avalanches, so they decided to stay in the mountains for a few weeks until travel would be safer.  This would give Banji time to regain some of his strength and give the group some much needed rest.
The expedition into the Northern Kingdom was going to be dangerous, and they didn’t know what they were even looking for.  They had to trust that the map with the Helmet of Salvation wouldn’t steer them wrong.  It would be a long journey, but they had faith that by the time summer was over they would have retrieved the next piece of the Armor of God and be one step closer to defeating Anton.



Epilogue
 
Anton and his advisors stood at a table full of maps.  Northern Kingdom troops were marked on the maps, and there were notes detailing the defenses in Solandeus.  There was also a miniature gold sword in the mountains of the Great Divide.
“Our troops are ready to move as soon as the snow thaws,” Marat, Anton’s lead general said.  “We have troops in position to eliminate all resistance at the Wall of Salvation and will have free access to Solandeus once that happens.”
“Based on our intelligence reports, there is a one-month troop rotation at the Wall of Salvation,” said Vitaly, Anton’s new Minister of Intelligence.  “If we time our attack after that rotation, it will be a month before anyone knows we have breached the wall.”
“We will split our forces and simultaneously attack the capital city of Westport and the largest trading port, Port Ludenberg,” said Marat.  “Solandeus has known peace for 300 years and is not prepared to defend against an invasion.”
“According to our contacts throughout Solandeus,” Vitaly added, “they have no idea an attack is coming.”
“We should control all major cities by the end of summer,” said Marat.
“What about the Basilican Knights?” Anton asked.  “We should not underestimate that group.”
“We will send troops north from Port Ludenberg as soon as we take the city,” Marat answered.
“Proceed with the invasion as planned,” Anton said.  “Now, what about the young man from the prophecies?”
“Our last communication indicates they are searching the Valley of Caves for mystical armor,” Vitaly said as he tapped on the gold sword marking their location on the map.
“Our last attempt to capture the sword was thwarted.” Vitaly added with apprehension.  Anton didn’t take well to bad news.
“Tell me more,” Anton ordered.
“We knew where they were heading and had 50 men waiting to ambush them,” responded Vitaly.  “They were soundly defeated.  The boy with the sword has proven to be an unstoppable warrior.  There is also a Basilican Knight and a man who wields a gigantic war hammer.  They cut through our soldiers like they were untrained farmers.”
“What else do you expect from my brother?” asked Anton.  “He may be even more difficult to kill than the boy.  Keep monitoring them and keep me apprised of where they are going.  They cannot stop us now, so we will worry about them later.”
“As you command, my lord,” Vitaly said.
Anton turned from the table and walked to the window facing south towards Solandeus.  He visualized the mountains and the cities beyond that he would soon conquer.
“I am coming, and there is nothing you can do to stop me.  By this time next year, you will all bow down to me.”
- - - - - - - - -
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Gavin stood on the wall looking out at the frozen wasteland known as the Ceald Desert.  Spring was approaching, but it was still cold; especially for a young knight who grew up as a noble in the middle of Solandeus where it never snowed.  This was his first assignment as a knight in the King’s army and he was doing his best to be alert even though there hadn’t been an assault on the Wall of Salvation in over 200 years.
The Wall of Salvation was built across the only pass in the Great Divide Mountains that separated Solandeus from the north.  It was built 300 years before to protect Solandeus from raids by bands of barbarians from the North.  During the first century after it was built, several warlords had mounted attacks on the wall, but were easily repelled.  Since that point, there had been peace between the Solandeus and the North.  Trade had even opened up between the nations, but all of that was done by sea.
After centuries of peace, the manning at the wall had declined.  There were 200 men in Gavin’s unit who rotated 12 hour shifts on the wall.  The contingent of 100 men that stood guard now was barely enough to put one man every 10 feet, but with a wall that was 100 feet tall and 50 feet thick, how many men did it really take to defend it?
Gavin’s unit had arrived the day before for their one-month tour of duty at the wall, and the previous unit was already on their way back to the capital city of Westport.  This was his first shift standing watch on the wall, and even though there was virtually no chance he would see anything, he was focused on watching the horizon.
If he hadn’t been looking so close, Gavin probably would have missed the dark outline that had appeared on the horizon.  Even looking close, he assumed he was just seeing things, but went to the telescope at the middle of the wall to be sure.
Gavin looked at the horizon through the telescope and his heart dropped.  He stepped back and rubbed his eyes before looking again.  After his second look, he hurried towards the west end of the wall.
“Captain,” Gavin called out.  “I think you need to see this.”
After he got his captain’s attention, he turned around and hurried back to the telescope where he looked one more time to make sure he wasn’t seeing things.  A minute later, his commanding officer, a veteran named Jeremiah, arrived.
“What is all this commotion about rookie?” Captain Jeremiah asked.
“I think you better look for yourself,” Gavin replied.
Captain Jeremiah walked over to the telescope and looked at the horizon.  Just like Gavin had done, he stepped back for a second then looked again to make sure he wasn’t seeing things.
“This is bad, very bad,” Captain Jeremiah said as he stepped away from the telescope the second time.  “We’ve got to send word to the King.”
Captain Jeremiah turned toward the west and took several quick steps before coming to a complete stop.  He turned back to Gavin with a frantic look in his eyes and tried to say something.  His mouth moved, but the only sound that came out was a gurgling sound and blood started streaming from the corner of his mouth.  His knees buckled and he slumped to the ground.
Gavin looked down and saw that there was a crossbow bolt protruding from his Captain’s chest.  He looked up and saw men streaming onto wall from the west.  He turned and looked behind him and saw more men streaming onto the east end of the wall as well.
Each man carried a crossbow and shot one of the surprised knights on the wall before any of them could even react.  After calmly shooting a man with the crossbow, the men discarded their crossbows and drew their weapons.  He could see that almost half of the original 100 knights were down, but the remaining knights on the wall quickly recovered from the surprise and started fighting back.
The fighting was still 100 feet from away so he was able to check on Captain Jeremiah.  As he kneeled down to check on him, he could see that the wound was going to be fatal.  The captain was still trying to talk and Gavin leaned down to try to hear what he was saying.  All he could make out was Captain Jeremiah repeating over and over “Warn the King.”
Gavin stood up and drew his long sword.  It was hard to leave his captain there dying, but there was nothing he could do about it.  He only had one purpose now, and that was to clear the wall of invaders and warn the king.
Gavin was new to the unit, but he was by far the best swordsman.  In fact, he was one of the best in all Solandeus.  The only person that was able to beat him was his younger brother who seemed to have a supernatural ability with a sword in his hand.  With the singular mission of clearing the wall of attackers, he rushed into battle with his sword high above his head.
Most of the attackers were engaged with defenders already and had no defense against a deadly swordsman on a mission.  The first enemy Gavin encountered had his ax raised over his head ready to bring it down on a knight who had been knocked to the ground on the right side of the wall.  Before the man could swing, Gavin severed his head with a vicious two handed swing of his sword.  He allowed the momentum of that swing to carry him around to another enemy that had his back to him where he lunged forward and stabbed his sword through the man’s back all the way through his chest.  He put his foot on the man’s back and pulled his sword out.  That attacker slumped to the ground dead and in mere seconds, Gavin had taken down two attackers and he was just getting started.
Gavin worked his way towards the west end of the wall cutting down attackers every step of the way.  Every time he took down an enemy soldier, it freed up another knight to carry on the fight.  The evenly matched fight quickly turned into a route and the west side of the Wall of Salvation was cleared of invaders.  The fight on the east end of the wall wasn’t going as well so most of the knights charged that way to help clear the rest of the wall of invaders.  While they did that, Gavin headed for the stairs down to the ground on the west end of the wall.
As he climbed down the steps, Gavin wondered why none of the soldiers below had heard the commotion above and come out to help.  He could see the barracks, but didn’t see any soldiers outside.  As he neared ground level, he started to see signs of a struggle near the barracks.  There weren’t any bodies, but he could see that there was blood on the ground and smeared on the door frames of the barracks.
When he reached the ground, Gavin worked his way towards the barracks to see what had happened.  As he approached the first barrack, he quietly went around to the back side so he could look in the window to see what was happening.  As he peeked through the first window, his heart dropped.  There were signs of a small struggle and a few bodies were piled up near the door, but most of the soldiers were still lying in their beds with pools of blood under them.
Gavin checked the rest of the barracks and found the same thing in each of them.  The attack must have come quickly and caught most of the soldiers while they were still sleeping after having stood watch on the wall all night long.  What he couldn’t figure out was where all the attackers went after massacring the knights.
While he was standing there deciding what to do next, he heard a distant war cry.  He looked up at the top of the wall and saw another wave of attackers flooding onto the west end of the wall.  He realized that the invaders must have went back up the mountain after massacring the soldiers on the ground and were now serving as a second wave of attackers.  He knew it would be over quickly because the remaining knights were wore out and now vastly outnumbered.
Gavin started to run for the stairs to help his friends on the top of the wall, but the dying words of Captain Jeremiah came back to him.  “Warn the King.”
He stopped in his track and looked around to see exactly where he was.  He spotted the messenger pigeon coup and ran that in direction.  He stepped inside and quickly prepared the messages to be sent.  He wanted to make sure that the message got through so he prepared three pigeons to carry messages.  After releasing the third pigeon he stepped out of the coup and watched the birds fly away.
While he was watching, the pigeon that was furthest away suddenly dropped from the sky.  Confused as to what happened, Gavin shaded his eyes from sun and watched the remaining two birds.  As he watched, he saw the bird closest to him tumble from the sky and realized somebody must be shooting them down.  Just as he made that realization, he was slammed backwards into pigeon coup.
As Gavin stood there leaning against the pigeon coup, he was initially confused as to what had happened.  As the pain started to spread from his chest he realized he had a crossbow bolt in his chest.  In fact, it went all the way through him and was sticking into the wall of the pigeon coup holding him up.  Even with the excruciating pain, he thought of his duty to the kingdom and searched the sky for the third pigeon.
As Gavin searched the sky, he could make out the third messenger pigeon flying south towards the capital to deliver the warning to the king.  Despite the pain, he managed a small smile, but that smile was short lived as he saw a dark shape speeding towards the last pigeon.  He squinted to see what that dark shape was and realized it was a falcon and it was speeding right towards the pigeon.  Gavin’s heart sank as the falcon crashed into the pigeon in a puff of feathers.
With his last hope for warning the King gone, Gavin slumped back, overcome by pain and misery.  He thought of his family.  He realized he would never see his little sisters again.  He thought of his brother who was in the capital city of Westport learning about ruling because he was going to be the Duke of Rolling Rock, their home city.  Gavin also wondered where his little brother was.  He hadn’t heard anything about him since he left home after his 17th birthday several months before.  He wondered if his mom and dad would be proud of him when they learned what had happened, and it pained him to know that nobody would ever know that he had done everything he could to warn the King.
Gavin was brought out of his reverie by the sound of somebody approaching.  He looked up to see the biggest man he had ever seen.  The man stood close to seven feet tall and had a shaved head.  He had a goatee that was made into four braids and had several small hoop earrings in each ear.  He was wearing a sleeveless vest that revealed huge, muscled arms.  The man was smiling, but there was no sign of friendliness in his expression.
“You almost got me,” the man chuckled.  “You almost ruined my surprise for the king, but, fortunately for me, my little pet here saved the day.”
A large falcon swooped down and dropped a bloody pigeon on the ground in front of Gavin.  The man reached down and picked it up.  He removed note and unrolled it.
“The Northern Kingdom invades,” the large man read.  “Hundreds of thousands of men - send help.  Too bad nobody else will ever read this.”
With hopes of warning the king dashed and his lifeblood spilling out onto the ground, Gavin was starting to lose consciousness.  He could hear the large man talking, but was having a hard time comprehending what he was saying.  As everything started to go black around him, his last thought, for some reason, was of his little brother, Mat.
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