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‐‐‐‐ooo1ooo‐‐‐‐ 

 
 Across the green hills of the two Kingdoms, moving through the jagged 

out-cropping of rocks, and traversing sudden openings caused by surging streams, 

a lone medieval knight rode his mount swiftly with grave news for his King.  This 

majestic countryside would have been an awe to behold under most any 

circumstances, but not today.  The mountains and green hills were shrouded in an 

ancient fog, a misty image so accustomed by those who lived there that it would 

have been noticed more if it were not.  The air was rich with the smell of the earth 

and growing things, but his task was one of such gravity that his purpose held him 

tight to his mission and oblivious to all else, even to his senses that screamed as 

he endured the pain. I must not fail.  My duty, my honor, I must bear it all, even 

unto death. His body was not entirely convinced. 

 

 Though he was no longer a young man and felt the years betraying his 

strength, he rode on unaware of all but what lay in his immediate path.  He fought 

hard attempting to avoid anything that would impede his reaching his destination 

to deliver his grave message. Through the pain he kept repeating the words that 

would not let him fall.  I cannot fail.  I must not fail. They must know. 

 

 He was a warrior, clothed for protection, ready for battle, but he also wore 

with pride an emblem solely designed to announce his noble lineage.  He held a 

lance in one hand steadying it to support the pennant that bore the colors of the 

royal crown attached to its pinnacle as it fluttered in the breeze overhead.  The 

pennant also bore the symbol of the kingdom to which he paid homage.  It was an 

image of a lion beside a cross, bathed in crimson, and framed in gold.   
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 Above the mists were clouds that blotted out the sun. Only when they 

occasionally parted was there a brief respite from the penetrating dampness that 

attacked every pore. It was in the few moments of brilliance, when the sun burned 

through, that did he enjoy the sunlight. The sensation was a mixed blessing as it 

taunted him, yet even so, it formed a welcome relief.  The shield he carried 

reflected flashes of light from its polished metal and was emblazoned with the 

same image that announced both who he fought for, and more importantly, under 

whose allegiance and authority he gave his life.  It did more than merely shield his 

body, it protected his honor. 

 

 He rode at a steady gallop as he approached one last rise before he could 

see the castle. I must not give in to the pain. There was a troubled sound in his 

breathing, an exhaustion brought on by terrible opposition and the consuming 

despair that he sensed having failed in his first duty.  Now with what was left of 

his honor, he must not fail in his second charge, to deliver his message. Even the 

physical pain of the bleeding cut to his side where his enemies had marked him 

did not impress his senses above the loss to his honor and duty. He must ignore 

his own personal discomfort. I must not feel the pain. It is not there. Yet, it was 

there. 

   

 This was more than a mere task. His was a struggle to preserve his 

birthright and neither his bravery nor even his arrogance would permit him to 

show his true discomfort.  He would not give in to the temptation caused by the 

growing sadness that had begun to harrow his soul for the sin he must now 

confess to his King. They must know. I have no choice but one. It was more likely 

his loss of pride that would kill him for it was a far greater wound. 
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 In spite of his injuries, he rode straight in his saddle.  There was blood on 

the arm that held the lance in place supporting the colors.  He ignored it.  Horse 

and rider reached the top of the final hill that separated him from a view of his 

destination.  From the top of the knoll, he rode swiftly, recklessly, with great 

determination as he approached the inevitable village that had grown up under the 

protection of the sovereign’s castle.  Its inhabitants, hoping to take advantage of 

the steady hand and generous heart of their King, had sought what generations 

had called a place of “safety“.  His eyes weakened, but seeing the village he knew 

he was close and must not falter.  

 

 The castle loomed high above the village, its walls commanded the heights 

for protection, flying banners emblazoned with the same crimson color outlined in 

gold bearing the image of the cross and the lion.  From the top of each turret, the 

crimson standard flew unabashed announcing to the countryside, and any that 

would challenge, who was really in command, or so it would seem.  

 

 As the rider had approached the outskirts of the village to his horror he 

noticed that there were many buildings that had been damaged by fire and were 

still smoldering.  What is evil is this? He pulled up on the reins of his horse to 

pause for a moment to witness the devastation.  His eyes filled with concern as he 

loudly encouraged his weary horse onto the cobble stone street that marked the 

beginning of the village.  It was easy to see that not all concerning the battle had 

gone well.  

  

 “Could it be? No, I will not believe it!” He said fitfully to himself. 
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  He shielded his eyes as he looked up to the streaming banners flying high 

above him confirming that the castle had not yet fallen and his King was still 

King.  May God be praised. 

 

 As the knight had entered the village there too was a sea of humanity that 

began to surge past him.  There was a look of war in their silent faces.  It was the 

fear that death would be visited upon them soon. At the same time, many others 

showed nothing but courage and optimism.  They were filled with a resolve to 

fight for their very lives, their country and their King.  Many had been injured and 

bore the crimson mark of war.  Whatever had been the outcome of the battle now 

peasants and noblemen worked side by side to rebuild fortifications and repair 

damaged defenses.  Urgency and a healthy dose of the chill that fear brings had 

brought them together as a people. 

 

 Some were about the grim task of picking up the dead.  Others were 

attending to the many wounded.  Still others overwhelmed by shock and tragedy 

were simply weeping and wandering aimlessly about.  Through the smoke, ashes 

and blood, weapons were being brought forward in great haste to fortify what 

appeared to be an outer defense.  Whatever had happened here now seemed to 

make the knight’s message that more urgent. 

 

 The knight was greeted by another knight on horseback whose wearied 

look was softened by a deep and lasting friendship.  His salutation was short. 

 

 “Fairmont! What words have you?” 

 “Benjamin, my dear old friend, I fear of the most disturbing. I must hurry 

on to the King.” 
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 Fairmont showed no pain for his wounds and negotiated around his fellow 

man in arms who noticed the mark.   

 “You have taken a hit, are you well enough to travel?” 

 “There is no time to be concerned about the trivial.” 

 

 Benjamin nearly laughed as he was quite familiar with Fairmont’s 

reputation and stoic denial of discomfort, but he saw the concern on his face and 

recognized the seriousness in his voice. 

 

 “Then it is as we feared.” My friend looks worse for the wear. 

 “Even more dire than I want to admit,” said Fairmont as he continued on 

his mission without looking back. 

 “They attacked us yesterday.” 

 “Where are they now?” said Fairmont without looking back. 

 “We don’t really know.”  

 “I do and I know why you need not worry about another attack…they 

have what they want.” And I am to blame. 

 “God speed,” Benjamin said as he sensed a deepening look of sorrow on 

Fairmont’s face. My friend does indeed carry a heavy burden. 

 

 Fairmont rode on as his horse’s hooves announced his progress against the 

cobble stones.  He passed yet other formations of soldiers in groups of four to six 

passing on horseback in the opposite direction.  A few dozen archers marched by 

on foot as Fairmont reached a last bridge before the outer walls of the castle.  It 

crossed a moat used as part of the defenses.  The sound of his horse’s hooves 

suddenly changed in their pattern from that of bounding clicks over cobber stones, 
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to the soft echo against the wood planks of the bridge.  

 

 “Make way!” shouted Fairmont as he pushed through yet another group of 

people and soldiers who were near half way across the bridge and blocking the 

other side. 

 “Make way, I am on the King’s errand!” 

 

 A way quickly opened. A passage on command was cleared just in front of 

the forward progress of Fairmont as he moved through the gate and entered the 

inner courtyard. He did not notice the guards and they made no effort to stop him.  

Fairmont was well known.  He did not look up at the castle walls that now loomed 

high above his head.  There were traces of smoke that invaded even the very air 

above the sharply rising walls.  The shadows of the late morning cut across the 

yard leaving places of darkness and defining others as Fairmont painfully 

dismounted and then, flanked by attendants that seemed to emerge from the very 

shadows themselves, he proceeded quickly for his audience. 

 

 Fairmont said nothing but moved with a deliberate step towards the doors 

that lead into a passageway that terminated in the great hall where the King and 

Queen anxiously awaited his report. I must not fail now. My sorrow consumes me 

and my heart breaks but of that I cannot be troubled. I must fulfill my duty. If my 

life be forfeited then it is just.  The long hall was filled with many people.  Some 

were obliviously nobles, while others were of the diplomatic cast judging by their 

attire.  Fairmont barely took notice as his eyes were fixed on the other end of the 

hall where the King and Queen awaited him.  Attendants and guards dressed in 

matching uniforms rushed to their appointed stations as they too desired to hear 

the news. 
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 As Fairmont continued towards the appointed place of audience he began 

to notice the large number of men-at-war standing with their swords and spears at 

the ready.  No one is at ease as it should be. He moved a little closer. Only a fool 

would let down his guard.  Fairmont nearly faltered and some stepped forward to 

help him.  He waved them off and regained himself. I am such a fool. The 

sunlight streamed through the high windows leaving curtains of light through 

which Fairmont passed every few steps. There seemed to be a din of haze that 

filled the room and further lowered the mood.  Voices of hundreds hushed almost 

immediately to near silence. Suddenly, in spite of assembled throng, Fairmont’s 

troubled footsteps rang out throughout the chamber. 

 

 From behind the thrones was an enormous, beautiful rug, or rather a 

tapestry, upon which the thrones themselves rested. It extended up the wall behind 

the King and Queen about twenty feet and then down the five steps in front of the 

thrones to the place of audience below where it extended yet another twenty feet 

inviting the visitor to approach.  There was a design that was repeated in the 

borders of the tapestry that bore the markings found in the ensigns and uniforms 

of the kingdom.   

 

 This was more than just a tapestry; it was a living history of the kingdom 

for which many had given their lives defending.  Its importance could not be 

measured in terms of wealth for so great was its cost there was no means to 

measure.  It contained the legacy of the kingdom, its struggles, and royal lineage.  

Within its spectacular colors and integrated renderings was a record of the days of 

triumph and of tragedy of the kingdom.  It gave the people purpose and focused 

their loyalty.  It was a symbol that caused Fairmont to gasp and lower his body in 
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reverence, for it was also a testament of his clan’s service to their beloved royalty 

and a record of the deaths of both his father and grandfather in service to their 

King. 

 

  King Dalen, though he had been born to the throne, had served his 

subjects with his life, risking it many times.  He was indeed their King and he 

rested well upon the throne in the forefront of this spectacular backdrop. Not the 

young man he once was, now a father and soon to be grandfather, he sat at the 

head of his table with a countenance that would have been stunning under any 

other circumstances, but not this day.  His deep blue eyes and handsome features 

had won him many an alliance and befriended a kingdom.  Except in battle, 

always near his side was Queen Anne.  Today however, their royal appearance of 

office had given way to that of concerned parents and their reflection was one 

worn by sleepless nights and unknowing despair.  Perhaps brave Fairmont would 

ease their pain, but more certain it was to confirm their fears.   

 

 The emotions worn by hundreds of fair faces expressed concern and 

watched closely as Fairmont reached the appointed place.  Before he could utter a 

word the King forcefully addressed him.  

 

 “What is the news? Quickly!”  His voice was anxious yet controlled. I 

must not excite the fear that has already saturated the very air in this room for I 

can barely breathe myself. He warned. Control. Have faith. These were words 

that echoed from his own lips as they moved in cadence with his thoughts.. 

 

 The Queen, sensing her companion’s veiled attempt to avert despair by 

controlling the room, now responded with great emotion adding, “Tell us of our 
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daughter! What has become of my Rachel?” Please do not tell me she is dead.   

 

 With his voice near exhaustion Fairmont said the words even he could not 

believe, “They have her…” He began to fall to the floor, but was caught by two 

very large guards, who gently laid him down.  There were whispers from the 

assembled that grew in intensity with each fraction of a moment. As his words 

had pierced the hall, disbelief, outrage, even fear began to find utterance as his 

words were shared by those close enough to witness.  Then a shock wave spread 

as a common apprehension of the seriousness of the message filled the very air  

infecting all who heard.   

 

 The now limp Fairmont was lifted into a chair.  A servant quickly handed 

him a flask of water.  He refused and meekly waved his hand to ward off anything 

that might give him comfort.  I must tell them the truth.  There is no comfort until 

I bear all. All of his energy had been spent in willing himself the distance to 

deliver his message.  He must not now be stopped.  The King rose and came to his 

dear friend and comrade.  Fairmont noticed in shock what the King was doing. No 

you must not! You are King. The movement sent strength into Fairmont as he tried 

his best to forbid the King, only to have King Dalen gently wave off those who 

were going to help Fairmont to stand respectfully before the King.   

 

 “Stay seated good Fairmont, you have done well your duty this day,” said 

the King as he laid his hand on the champion knight’s head.   

 

 Another knight close by whispered in the King‘s ear in great concern, 

“How do we know for sure Highness that they really have the child?”  
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 The King’s eyes drew in a straight line as he considered. A fair 

assumption.  I must be cautious. 

 “Indeed” responded the King, “There must be a token.”   

 

 King Dalen looked to Fairmont to answer the question.  Surely he has one. 

With great effort, now filled with emotion after his honor had been challenged, 

Fairmont raised his hand towards the King and slowly opened his trembling 

fingers to reveal a golden chain that quickly drained from his hand. As the chain 

played out the distance it abruptly stopped to reveal what was on its end. A father, 

not a King, felt a shock surge through his body.  It cannot be. 

 

 “They said to show you this.” The locket moved like a pendulum flashing 

in the light of hundreds of candles as it rocked back and forth with all eyes drawn 

inescapably to it.   As it danced from Fairmont’s hand there could be no doubt. 

 

 It was then that the assemblage first noticed that Fairmont’s hand was 

covered in blood.  Was it her blood? Has she been wounded? The look in their 

faces spread a quickening despair throughout the chambers. Tears flowed as 

women wailed and men raised their arms and bent over in horror.  Princess 

Rachel had been taken and the full weight of the loss visibly hung over Fairmont. 

It was he and his knights who had been charged with her safety.   

 

 “I have failed you Sire!”  

 “No, Fairmont, Lord Octavar would have prevailed at any cost.” 

Punishing you avails me nothing. “His attack on the castle was more than a 

gesture, it was a diversion so he could capture our sweet Rachel.” Very clever. He 

provokes me on both fronts and to do nothing will be more damaging than any 
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combat.  

 

 Fairmont raised his head and with a renewed life in his eyes announced his 

promise. “I will return with a force to deliver her, if she be alive.” It was a 

promise the King had no doubt Fairmont would give his life to accomplish.  Any 

chance to redeem himself would give him purpose to stay alive, even if it cost him 

that life.  Death with dishonor marked his family. Too much stood in the balance. 

 

 “Her life, you can be assured, remains untouched as Octavar seeks to bait 

me into a mortal trap.”  I have no choice.  We are lost to it. King Dalen placed his 

hand on Fairmont’s shoulder. I must know it all. “You have survived to tell me of 

my daughter, fulfill your task, how does she fair?  Where do they keep her?” His 

voice was calm. 

 

 The King’s knight was somewhat revived as he felt the importance of his 

knowledge overcoming his discomforts. Princess Rachel herself had charged him 

to survive and carry the message of her condition back to the King.   

 

 “I gave her this locket when she was barely old enough to treasure it”, said 

the King as he held the locket up in front of him. 

 

 Fairmont began his report.  “Sire, she was well when last I saw her …” he 

could scarce force out the words.  I should surely die for this. “…she is held in the 

castle stronghold of …”, he paused not daring to utter what he knew he must, 

“…Burnwood.  The princess is at Burnwood”.   

 

 Even as the words fell from Fairmont’s mouth there was a sudden chill in 
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the room as many reacted with shock and disbelief.  Their voices began to grow in 

intensity at the outrage. Shock quickly turned to anger. Blood had already been 

spilled, but this went beyond combat.  This smelled of treachery. The King raised 

his hand to hush the growing screams. We must be very careful to think clearly. It 

is a trap to be sure. All knew that Burnwood was the most fortified of the 

enemy’s strongholds.  It would take many lives to breach its walls.  The attack on 

the King Dalin’s castle and kingdom was a diversion.  The real prize was now in 

the control of Lord Octavar.  Silently, it was exactly as the King expected. Of 

course it would have to be. I must choose my words carefully for this is war and it 

is also personal.   

 

 “My fellow countrymen.  I am your King, but I am also your servant for in 

me you have entrusted the keys of the sovereignty.  This attack is on all of us.  It 

is a black deed worthy of a demon.  Now, I must speak to our brave Sir Fairmont 

so that he may fulfill no doubt his oath to bring such a horrifying message.”   

 

 “Please,” the King said as he lifted Fairmont’s weakened chin so that he 

might stare into his eyes, “tell me all you know.” 

 

 Fairmont was filled with a renewed sense of strength from the King’s 

gesture. Perhaps all is not lost. He took a long breath as if to regain all that he had 

lost.  It strengthen him a bit.  Perhaps even enough. His voice came in a louder 

cadence, “She is guarded by a force of no less that 300 men, with another force 

twice that of paid mercenaries hiding in the forest waiting,” his voice was filled 

with indignation.  “My men were coldly cut down without as much as a hail of 

peace.  It happened so fast we had not even time to defend against such 

treacherous and uncivilized conduct!” 
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 There was again an outrage throughout the room.  Even the worst of 

knights and foes would at least make their intentions known, fight honorably, and 

give quarter if it were asked.  The thoughts of the King echoed through the hall. 

This was violence of the worst nature and an insult to the house of Dalen, 

inviting, no, demanding war to set things straight.  It was also plainly obvious to 

King Dalen exactly what was happening.   

 

 “So it is to be with temptation that Lord Octavar entices my compassion to 

be roused to war. If his design was to infuriate my senses he has no idea how 

successful he has been.”    

 

 The King suddenly reached for his sword that was mounted in the stand 

next to the throne.  He pulled the ancient symbol from its protective scabbard and 

raised the blade high above his head pointing it in the direction of Burnwood.  His 

voice grew very deep and roared from within. “Now my blood is hot and I and all 

those who bear me allegiance will come to satisfy your dark invitation.  I will not 

yield until my daughter is returned safe and your blood, Octavar, is spilled to pay 

the price.”  A rush of enthusiastic countrymen quickly raised their swords in 

unison.  It was to be war.  

 

 There was fire in the King’s eyes and tears as well.  He looked to his wife 

who was softly weeping now but through the tears showing a face of resolution at 

what must now be done.  What had filled her heart need not be said for it was felt 

by every one in the room, be they noble, soldier, or servant.  In truth such an 

outrage unanswered could do worse damage than pursuing war.  Fail to act and 

the Kingdom would fall just the same.  It  was built on principal more than on 
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stone.  Octavar knew this very well, as did King Dalen. His designs are all too 

clear. I will not lose the kingdom by default, though I may through combat. 

 

 The King took the locket in his other hand and closed his fist around it.  I 

will not surrender you my daughter. As he handed it back to the Queen he uttered 

distantly a single word.  “Burnwood”. The Queen held the locket gently in one 

hand and then with a look of brave defiance, closed her fingers around it holding 

it to her forehead and remembering when the King had given it to their daughter 

the year before. 

 

 With tears in her eyes Queen Anne gave her command, “You know what 

you must do.”  I trust that you will do it. She did not need to remind her husband, 

but in a way they had come to know each other through the years she signaled her 

complete and unquestionable support. They both stared out the tall window that 

marked the way to the frightening passage that lead to Octavar’s castle.  Even 

unto death they could not turn back now from their decision.  It was time to 

finally meet the devil and destroy him in his lair.     

 

                                                    ‐‐‐‐ooo2ooo‐‐‐‐ 

 The very walls of Octavar’s castle seemed to reek of the evil practices 

within them.  Separated by generations the two kingdoms’ rulers had long since 

lost any sense of a connection through their common lineage.  At best they were 

very distant cousins, though spawned from the same family line they were by 

their natures opposites, and therefore, in a moral sense, and in all that mattered, 

had become mortal enemies.   
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