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Prologue
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The Firmament
A fickle shadow is the time,
Whose spirit the heart excites.
Inebriating as fine wine,
Till lo, she turns and bites.
 
Who has numbered the years since the waters receded from the land and the continents of the firmament were shaped? Who has witnessed the construction of the mountains and the paths of the rivers carved out? Who has observed the shoots of the first plants or the first progeny of creeping things? Who has seen the place where first a bird took wing from solid branch to lofty air? None of these have I seen, nor do I know of a man who has seen them. Yet I have seen where the waters meet the land and where mighty rivers forge their way through canyon and plain. I have planted and have sown. I have heard the whispering of the air beneath the bird’s wing. I have witnessed the flights of migration at the approach of the arctic cold.
Here I make my home among the race of men—what a motley crew! Who can describe them? One busies himself with his work to the near exclusion of all else. Another wiles away the time, passing from one recreation to another. Among them are mathematicians and musicians, engineers and artists, humanitarians and misers, murderers and whores, thieves and robbers. One has his abundance; another has but his hunger. One is religious and another religiously without religion. And all they, sons and daughters, with wills of their own, follow anything that moves, in a constant search for whatever would bring them pleasure.
Observe the land. All about, it teams with life: the birds of the air, the beasts of the field, the dread predators, the unsuspecting prey. The greenwood thrives, lapping up the sweet waters of gentle rains. Then darkness falls, and brutal winter comes to steal the green lifeblood of the leaves. The animals pine away, hibernating in anticipation of spring, when life is renewed and gentle warmth sews new greenery upon the boughs. The cycle repeats, season upon season and year upon year. Decades go by, then lifetimes. Little-by-little, one age is born, and another dies. One waxes as another wanes.
I am a man of my time, and my time is now. All that my forebears have wrought in their time, they have bequeathed me, with their hopes and disappointments, their triumphs and errors. I am their heir. What shall I do with my inheritance? Shall I count myself among men of destiny? When my bones are dust, shall my name survive? Shall I face the evil of my day, or shall courage fail me?
Softly the breezes of the East kiss my face on their journey ever westward. Upon their coattails, echoes ride by, barely perceptible to the ear as they float about like leaves taken by the wind. Hark! There is word of tumult and war, word of shadows to blind the land to the light of day. The voices I hear speak coldly, as if to chill what hope remains. I must be wary of echoes; for they speak not for themselves but reflect different sounds, hinting at other meanings. Still my heart is fearful and my soul unsettled, for much joy is departed from the world. Peoples once bound by blood and troth forsake friendship, recusing themselves from their neighbors’ welfare.
Like the disquieting quiet when laughter is abruptly ended, I shudder in inexplicable fear. Even the breeze has died, leaving an unnatural calm in its wake. I stand on my toes, ready for sudden flight. I feel as though some unknown animal were staring at me from wherever my back is turned, ready to spring. Now I am aware how truly alone I stand. If I were to cry out, who would hear my voice in this wilderness? If I were attacked, who would be the wiser?
In a flash, the return of the breeze fractures the dread silence, and my terror fades as the leaves rustle laughingly at my feet once more. As my fear subsides, I consider what may befall the world. The stage is set for some extraordinary event. Signs are written in the land and the sea like symbols scribbled in the sand. It is as though the earth was gathering its breath to speak. Whether it would shout with joy for the dawn of a new era or moan for the approach of a dark age, who can say? For man is strong, a mighty conqueror of nature by the inventions of his hands; yet, he is weak and may quit this world by a single lightning strike or a solitary, misguided step. And what are these signs, scribbled, as it were, in the sand?
Kings, renowned for power and wealth in days of yore, are steadily reduced to mere figureheads in an ever-democratizing continent. The people in this country or that hear within themselves the call of self-government, the call to decide the law as they see fit. Will citizens govern nations who will not govern their passions? Even as kings diminish, nations thrive through the might of industry. Seemingly more goods are produced in the nearest large city annually than in an entire age of the world. Knowledge grows virtually without bound, while a steady stream of ideas flows to the four corners of the earth.
Each man is given but one opportunity to make something of his life, to make and leave his mark. Now my turn has come, but I know not what to do. I am grown restless and impatient for fear that time, marching ever forth, shall run out before I have even made a beginning. Deceptive Time, you are a Janus: exceedingly swift in hours of gladness, exceedingly lethargic in days of woe. I yearn for eternity, all at once and never ceasing. O Time, my constant companion, why do you hold back with great delay those ages without end?
Going forth to the East, I shall trace the echoes to their source and find what speaks, what modulates the wind with words of gathering gloom or glimmering hope. Shall I encounter the cold of evening or the dawn of a new sunrise? Though weary, I overcome the inertia that would hold me back. My mind is made up. I set my direction. My torch is lit. I depart.
Onward through the night, I go forth, while dancing shadows dart about in the flickering light of my torch, jumping from rock to tree. Who keeps me company in my vigil, as I yearn for the advent of day? I go from here to there, but where is there? Where is here, for that matter? Abruptly, I stop, with bated breath and rigid limb. A terrifying cry pierces the night behind me, and I stop short, my breath frozen on my lips. Is it man or beast, friend or foe? Is it—heaven forbid—some unnatural creature? Imagination teams with this new arrival to tempt me. “Put out the torch,” I hear a voice say, “and hide in cover of darkness, where you shall find rest from your travailing travels.”
Daylight! When shall you break to dim these blinding shadows? Whether open or closed, my eyes cannot escape their gaze. I shall not remain transfixed, as the voice commands; I must trudge forward until these shadows pass. With my torch in hand and my resolve confirmed, I push forth, with gritted teeth and covered ear. What time has passed, I do not know—oh, will it never end? Ahead, perchance, a light I see? Behind, night shrieks in dread. Oh yes! A light approaches like a friend, to dispel the phantasms of night’s peril.
 
Now that I shall embark upon my tale, let the reader understand that there are two worlds concentric in this story: the fantasy world with its medieval elements of knights, dragons, torches, and the like; and the modern world with its mechanical marvels, regulations, history, and ideas. These two are one, and the time is the present.
A Forgotten Friend
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Chapter 1
Who aids my steps and lights my mind,
Ensuring I am sound?
Who watches night and day, most kind,
So close to me is bound?
 
Over hill and vale, I passed that terrible night, when all was dark and desperate. It so happened that I reached the pinnacle of a towering rise just as the first ray of dawn crept over the horizon. All night, I had traveled, tarrying not for an instant, the cold breath of a night-dragon hounding my every step to chill my resolve or offer me his frozen respite. How wonderful was that arrow-like beam, though pale and wan, that put to flight the dreadful fiend. So much that single ray of warmth did that cowardly wyvern disconcert, he turned his pitiful countenance forth, yelping because it hurt.
At last, as blue then red and finally yellow betrayed the sun’s advancing, I came upon a rambling brook, its eddies gaily dancing. Stooping by its grassy bank, I cupped my hands and drank of that water clear and most refreshing. My thirst quenched, I glanced about and spotted a small cove nearby formed by a ledge of earth. At the lip of that ledge stood a grand old tree, its roots partially exposed. The roots of the tree supported the cove, and I saw there should be just enough room to enter for a few hours rest, which I felt I greatly needed. I approached and unfurled my blanket. Within a minute, I laid me down; quicker still, I fell asleep. My dreaming mind unconsciously recounted the peril from which daybreak had delivered me.
In the canvas of my sleeping subconscious, I witnessed the journey I had begun at dusk three days earlier. It was a journey I had been pondering for several months, but I had only made up my mind to go within the final week. During that last week, I felt an urge, increasingly strong, like a voice calling, “To the East and find yourself. To the East and meet your destiny.” Ultimately, I could no longer remain still in the comforts of my abode. I had to go.
By torchlight I set out, choosing the evening to avoid any friends or relations holding me back or delaying even longer my departure. At midnight, I found shelter in a gazebo-like structure at the edge of a vineyard and took some rest. I awoke early the following morning with the crow of a rooster and continued what had proven to be an uneventful, though pleasant trek across the countryside. A second day walking along the eastward trail brought me to the edge of familiar sights. The third day, by chance (or so I thought), I was picked up by a man in a wagon a bit before noon and made excellent progress until about eight in the evening. Coming to hilly country, the driver suggested I continue walking until I came to a stream about six miles further where I could rest and relax.
When I came to the stream, I washed off the dusts of travel and took several refreshing gulps. Suddenly, my thoughts grew clouded, my will lethargic. The sound of voices like fairies dulled the orchestra of crickets, cicadas, and frogs that sang a summer medley. I was hardly aware of my surroundings. Though the fairy voices were sweet, their words were vile, and I was simultaneously drawn to them and repulsed by them. Slowly I became aware of the presence of a massive, winged creature hiding in the trees about the waters. Its icy voice called me by name—I know not how—and with hypnotic guile bade me take hold of its talon. Soothingly, it promised that I need not worry. With reptilian finesse, it enticed me to follow the vile counsel of the fairies. Then I felt pricked, as if by a thorn. At once my will became stronger and my mind clearer.
Reaching down, I grabbed my pack and lit my torch and ran as fast as I could. The song of the fairies grew louder, and the night became colder until I shivered even as I ran. Then the dragon began to chant words, which I will not repeat. For hours, I ran, jogged, or walked while the fiend, keeping pace, offered me unlawful rest. I tripped and stumbled. I expected the dragon to pounce, but looking up, I saw he had been delayed in his pursuit, as if blocked by an unseen adversary. I got up again and kept running. With the breaking of day, as I have already written, sunlight vanquished the foul creature, driving him back into the darkness, and I reposed in the cove.
Now my dream shifted. Before my eyes, I saw myself as a youth not far from the home of my grandparents who lived in a large city of the West. By the junction of a thoroughfare and a lonely trail, a cloud descended from the northwest and stood above the city. I thought at first a storm would burst asunder, for the sky was disturbed. Instead, to my amazement, the cloud settled in this spot, and he—or rather they—came, the cloud quickly taking the form of the faces of three bearded men, identical, though I knew they weren’t. Their gaze was imposing, though composed. Justice was in their eyes. It seemed as though the middle face occupied a place of greater respect. From the sides of the cloud (to the southwest and the northeast), there issued forth two formations like massive hands. And coming together, there was a tumultuous clap as awesome as if two boulders had been hurtled together. And I seemed to perceive, though I know not how, the words: “The time has come.” There I stood motionless, gazing at the cloud, which slowly dissipated, melting into the surrounding sky, till it was no more.
Then for reasons I know not, I saw my father pass by not far above me, riding on a balloon. I thought to chase after him, and so I tried, peddling upon a bicycle. But alas, it seems a hot-air balloon most certainly outstrips a bicycle ridden by a small boy.
With a start, I sat upright, smacking my head upon a root of the tree. Placing my left hand gingerly atop my head, I looked about with squinted eyes. All was bathed in sunlight and was most brilliantly illuminated from my position in the shadow of the cove.
“Wake up! Wake up now!” declared a commanding voice. “Pull yourself out of there, and rise without delay. We must flee this place at once and follow the river north.”
“Who’s there? Can’t you see I am exhausted,” said I in plaintive tone. “Let me be.”
“Nay!” said he. “Time is short. Get up quickly and make haste.”
Cautiously I inched forward, not knowing the situation with which I might have to contend. Was this warning just a ruse? Was I about to be robbed? Being in the shadows of the sun’s brilliance, my position was surely compromised if my adversary was planning an attack. Taking a quick glance around, I saw no egress and decided all I could do was comply.
Emerging, I sat before the cove with my left hand on the bump on my head and my right acting as a visor that I might catch a glimpse of my rude companion. I suddenly felt myself lifted up as if by the back of my shirt collar until my feet rested flat on the ground.
“Gather your bed and follow me.”
What was I to do? My legs were weak, and my eyelids heavy with fatigue. I could not fight my unknown foe even if I had the will to do so. I turned, knelt, and retrieved my blanket. By this time, I had regained some of my mental faculties, and it dawned on me that I wanted to continue east while this interloper commanded that I go north.
“Now see here,” I declared, trying to assume an attitude of courage (or at least indignation), “ you have your n-n-nerve barging in on me and demanding that I change my travel plans. Why, if you knew what I’d just been through…”
“I do know,” interrupted the stranger, “for I was with you all the time.”
“Ha! Now there’s a joke if ever I heard one.”
“You would not laugh,” said he, “if I had not urged you to ignore the cunning advice of the night-dragon or if I had not stood between the two of you.”
“How could you know about that?” I cried in disbelief.
“Now is not the time for idle chat, for worse things pursue you than night-dragons. Now march!”
With that he gave me such an encouraging shove that I dared not argue. I caught myself and turned to the north. I now observed that what I had perceived as a brook was really a narrow fork in a much wider river. With cautious steps, I trod forward. Being now underway, my companion looked a bit mollified.
Every now and then, I cast suspicious glances at my abductor, looking for any sign that might identify him. His light-colored tunic, girded at the waist by a black belt, flowed ever so slightly behind him as we traveled on by foot. Steel boots peeked out beneath his tunic as he marched along, taking strides that were longer than my own. Shirtsleeves protruded beyond the tunic, and on his hands were leather gloves. It was quite impossible to examine his tunic closely, but it was made from some unfamiliar linen.
I tried at times to glance at his face, but I seemed thwarted somehow in every attempt. On several occasions, the sun got in my eyes. When we were in shadow, it seemed I could not make out any distinguishing characteristics of his features, as if his face were as symmetrical and nondescript as any could be. All I could discern in a truly descriptive way were the stranger's brown, shoulder-length locks, which were parted down the center of his head. I could not even figure out the color of his eyes.
Secretly, I waited for an opportunity to steal away, but none presented itself. My captor kept me always within arm’s reach, yet he seemed to stay just beyond my grasp. Hours passed, and the sun shone directly overhead. My stomach growled as I cast a pitiful glance towards my companion. I’d had nothing to eat since the evening before.
“Half an hour more,” declared the stranger brusquely. “Then you will eat a meal that is already being prepared.”
Though none of my hopes for escape had materialized, I was encouraged by the promise of food and felt even a bit of longing to arrive at our destination—whatever that was. As we walked, the trees became denser until we could rightly call ourselves deep in the heart of a forest. For fifteen minutes we continued to follow the river north, walking briskly. I thought that my feet would blister if I walked much farther, and my calves ached. We crossed the river easily, for it was narrow at this part, and once on the east side of the river, the stranger led me to a trail barely perceptible among so many trees.
The trail took us northeast away from the river, which veered west before continuing its long path to parts beyond. After five minutes more, we came to a wooden gate bearing an inscription in an unknown tongue. My companion opened the gate and closed it quickly behind us.
“Now we are safe for the time being, and you can nurse your feet before the last ten minutes of our journey,” the stranger said, calmly. Then he added, “Undoubtedly, you have many questions, but those are best saved until we are in the company of our host, who is also your chef.”
I wasn’t going to argue with this turn of events, so I sat down hastily and removed my shoes. I picked up one, then the other.
Having extricated several pebbles, I put my shoes back on. “Well, I’m famished,” I said, yawning. With no further thought of escape, I added, “Let’s get the next ten minutes over with.”
These last ten minutes of the trip were uneventful, but they seemed to be among the longest ten minutes I had ever experienced. The grumbling whines of my gut harrowed me, while lack of sleep kept me lethargic. Finally, coming around a bend, we encountered an old, slightly bent man with a peculiar outfit and a rosy demeanor. A dozen yards behind him stood a small cottage. My companion bowed politely to the old man, who cordially bid us enter. The warm aroma of chicken soup was all the invitation I needed, and I followed the old fellow in.
The cottage was very plain, consisting of three rooms. The entry led us directly to the middle room where the kitchen and dining table coexisted. For the time being, I had no curiosity about the other rooms, situated on either side of the middle one. Our host’s dining table was composed of raw, unfinished planks with two backless benches for seats. Here I sat leaning my elbows on the table, yawned, and looked about.
A small, paned window over the sink served as a floodgate for daylight, which seemed to burst through and fill the entire kitchen with a most warm ambiance. On the kitchen walls were hooks from which pots, pans, and sundry utensils hung. There were a few odds and ends here and there: a cane and topcoat by the door, a pipe on the mantle, a couple of books on an end table and more in a bookcase; but all was tidy and nothing was unkempt. All in all, the cottage was cozy but quaint.
In a few moments a large, piping-hot bowl of soup was placed before me—and with it a spoon and a napkin. I devoured the soup while the other two sat exchanging a few words. I wish now I had listened to their conversation—undoubtedly I would have learned much—but I was too intent on my food to take notice.
About halfway through the bowl of soup, I began to regain my senses, and such lofty thoughts now consumed me as, “Why am I the companion of this stranger? Where am I? And how dare these men hold me against my will!”
The old man must have guessed I was coming to the point where mere food would no longer satisfy me, for he declared, “Young man, perhaps you consider yourself ill-used?”
“Um, well,” I began, “yes—er, that is—I was most intent upon my plan to journey east; but this gentleman, if I am right in using the term, insisted I accompany him north and did not stop at verbal persuasion but pushed me forth so that I nearly fell. And for hours, I have trod in a most weary state, not having slept the night before.”
Without pausing my abductor responded, “A little distress is good medicine for a proud and arrogant man.”
“Who are you, anyway?” I asked curtly, as if to say, “Who do you think you are?”
“You think I am a stranger, but that is not so,” he replied calmly. “I am a knight, and for the time being, you are my assignment. You cannot comprehend what a gift you have been given that we should speak to each other across the table. Few of us reveal ourselves in so plain and familiar a manner.”
“A stranger knight I have never met.” 
The knight sighed and frowned. “Michael, this is not a joke.”
“How—how do you know my name?”
“I know a great deal about you because—as I have said—you are my assignment. I did not come to you of my own initiative, but I was sent by my captain to rescue you from the clutches of the night-dragon and prevent you from embarking on a journey from which you would never return.”
“How can I know what you say is true?”
“Have I said anything untrue?” the knight replied. “Or have you already forgotten I stood between you and the night-dragon?”
“Very well,” I said quietly. “Why have you brought me here?” As soon as I asked it, I realized I had completely forgotten I was the guest of the old man. Glancing up and seeing him cheerfully washing dishes, I added, “And who is he?”
At this question, the old man briefly cast his smiling glance my way and returned to his task.
“A man who speaks in favor of virtue is not thereby virtuous,” the knight began, “but only by doing what is virtuous is he made virtuous. I have therefore brought you here, for you must set your feet upon the proper path again. You think that you will do great things in the East? I say you would surely have gone to your ruin, for you are proud and arrogant, as I have said. But after a time, we shall travel north to the gates of Sangreal.”
“Sangreal?” I complained. “I have no desire to go there! Indeed, as I see it, Sangreal is an intellectually barbaric place, responsible for most of the suffering in this world and…”
“Nonsense! It is charity to point out error even when it is unpopular.”
“But they are hypocrites! They say one thing and live another. They are like the very man of which you speak, the man who merely speaks of virtue.”
The knight gave me a stern glare. “And what about you? Do you not live otherwise than you would counsel? Or do you think yourself perfect? Truly I say you have not conducted yourself well.”
“What you say is hard and I do not like it,” I protested. “I want to be virtuous, and surely no one is perfect; but at least I generally try. But those men of Sangreal teach antiquated notions, notions the whole world has rejected as oppressive. And what is more, their lives contradict their teachings. They are—well—hypocrites.”
Ignoring my rant, the knight said, “You will stay here three months the guest of our host. You will not see me again until that time is complete. Meanwhile, learn of this man, for he has wisdom and will set your feet upon the right path.”
“Where are you going?” I asked, but the knight did not reply. He merely stood, bowed again to our host, and walked out the door. After a second of hesitation, I sprang to the door and looked out, but the knight was nowhere to be seen.
Coupled with my sleep deprivation and the shock of all that had happened, the sudden rise to my feet was too much. Darkness swam before my eyes, and a cold, clammy sensation came to my lips. In the nick of time, the old man nimbly skipped to my side and guided me to my seat on the bench.
“You’re sure I’m not dreaming?” I asked.
“Quite sure,” the man replied. “Now you should take some rest. Don’t worry: I will wake you for dinner.”
The old man showed me to one of the other rooms, which had been prepared for me, and as I placed my head upon the pillow, I quickly fell fast asleep, exhausted after my ordeal.
About seven o’clock, my host aroused me from slumber. I thought it unfortunate, for I was dreaming of succulent roast with carrots and potatoes, a vivid dream in which I could smell and almost taste the food. Soon, I realized that dreams really do come true, for—lo and behold—what had my host prepared for dinner but pot roast accompanied by carrots and potatoes?
The table was spread with cloth graced by utensils placed in meticulous order, though the implements were plain and rustic. The meal smelled heavenly to me, but for drink we had only water, which disappointed me. I was not surprised that the old man insisted on blessing the food before we ate. In my youth, I understood that food should always be blessed—it was what we did. In manhood, the blessing was a thing of whose efficaciousness I was skeptical. Nevertheless, I humored my host, if from nothing more than reverse hospitality. (Perhaps it was not so much my skepticism but my impatience in matters of food, which had driven me from the blessing tradition.)
For some time we ate in silence. I assumed at any moment my host would explain what this congenial captivity was all about, but he spoke not a word from the time of the blessing until he had consumed every morsel on his plate. All the while, I fidgeted restlessly and felt altogether awkward. Yet in observing my companion’s silence, I tacitly complied, curbing my curiosity with chunks of meat. My host finally broke the silence.
“How are you feeling?” he asked.
I swallowed a mouthful and chased it with some water. “Not as tired, but I do have a little headache,” I replied, though the headache was much mitigated by the effects of dinner.
“Then that is an improvement. Some more rest, and you’ll be right as rain.” Then he continued. “I’m sure you have many questions. I know I would were I in your place. A little time remains before bed. Perhaps I can use that time to provide some explanation and allay your fears.”
I nodded.
“Very well. Let us start with introductions. I am one of the Lesser of Sangreal and am called Rursonaut. I live here alone, though I travel from time to time. And you?”
“I am Michael of the Green Vale in the land of the Solitary Star,” I replied. “Rursonaut is unlike any name I’ve heard before,” I observed, wondering what mother would agree to such a name and hoping for further explanation.
“It is not my given name, but it is my name, and I am called by it because I sail backwards. The men of Sangreal do not use their given names, for they leave behind their old lives and assume a new one, and their names are chosen for them according to their natures.”
I had no idea what he was talking about, but I nodded all the same. I could tell I did not fool him for a minute.
“One day I will show you what it is to sail backwards,” he said, “but there is no time for it now. We shall have the opportunity over the coming months, and much that is hidden will be revealed.”
“Why am I here?” I asked, finally.
“Ah yes,” Rursonaut sighed. “Long questions often require short answers and short ones long. I can tell you some of the answer, but even I do not know entirely. There is something you are to do. What it is specifically, I cannot say. I do know that you are altogether unprepared for the path eastward you set before yourself. You have turned your back on necessary things and have become distracted by fleeting things. Still, you are not altogether deceived, for you recognized the night-dragon for what it was. Were you not terrified then?”
“Yes,” I spoke before considering my answer. I felt a bit of shame, for it was not to my liking to admit a lack of courage in myself. “Honestly, I was terrified, and I ran for my life praying the fiend would turn back or I’d be taken swiftly from danger.”
“Do not feel ashamed, Michael. It is humility to be honest about one’s self. We all need humility, or we will swiftly live the life of a liar.” Rursonaut did not elaborate further but downed the final swig of water from his cup. “Now,” he continued, setting the cup on the table, “my task is to prepare you for your task—whatever it may be—and to do what I can to help you discover that task. I am certain the mission that is required of you is related to many events, which have happened over the course of the last generations, even to this day. Your part could be large or small, but even the smallest part will be of the utmost importance. Hope that your part is small.”
Rursonaut rose to clear the table. There were not many dishes, for only two ate, and the old man made quick work of it. As if in the blink of an eye, it seemed, the dishes were clean and drying by the washbasin.
“I want you to know you are a welcome guest here, Michael. You are not a prisoner, even if your coming was unexpected and even undesired. You are like a son whose father removes him from a dangerous circumstance, though the son may think it unfair, not knowing the magnitude of his peril.”
At this, I recalled the words of the knight when he said I was not safe beneath the tree, that worse things pursued me than night-dragons. “Please tell me, Rursonaut, why did the knight tell me I was safe after we crossed the wooden gate?”
“There are many evil things in the world,” the old man answered, “and many different kinds of evils. These evils are opposed by different virtues. Humility opposes pride. Generosity opposes avarice. The knight could tell that the evil pursuing you could not penetrate the gates of purity, for that evil fears the strength and sacrifices of the chaste. The wooden gate is but a sign of the man who has mastered his passions. Do not think that evil cannot exist even in this house, but know that the virtues of others do offer resistance to the enemy for those in danger.”
“Now it is getting late,” Rursonaut added, rising from his chair. “Tomorrow there will be time for learning and much study, but the hour of silence approaches. The bed is prepared for you, as you already know. You will find other clothing in the dresser.”
“Thank you. I should get some more sleep,” I agreed.
That it had been an eventful day was an understatement. It was a day that seemed a whole week or more. Had I run frightened in the dark only the night before? Had I traveled north against my will that very morning with a most unlikely guide? And now what task was I to prepare for in the home of the backwards sailor? What kind of a name is Rursonaut? These thoughts slowly drifted from my mind as I stared at the ceiling from my bed and my eyelids became heavy with sleep.
A Change of Heart
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Chapter 2
Utensils left in disarray,
The dishes soiled sequestered.
Not unlike a life of play,
Of innocence lost to pleasure.
 
The next morning dawned bright and clear. The sun’s rays refracted through a window I’d not noticed the night before, filling the guest room with warmth and cheer. I awoke utterly refreshed. It was not a bad beginning to a three-month exile from eastward travel. The fragrance of coffee coupled with the warm odor of bacon frying signaled that the day had begun well.
Hastily I dressed and made myself presentable. Eight o’clock found me enjoying a hearty breakfast with Rursonaut, and I felt comfortable enough despite the strange events of the previous day. Yet, somehow, it seemed Rursonaut was more distant. His rosy demeanor was somewhat paled, as if some serious matter occupied his mind. Though, having been his guest but a single day—a bit less actually—I could hardly judge what was normal for Rursonaut and what was out of the ordinary.
Rursonaut did not speak, but seeing that I’d had my fill, cleared the dishes, setting them by the sink. Instead of beginning to wash them as he had done the night before, however, he returned immediately to the table.
“Eating has its effect on you,” Rursonaut began, smiling. “A hearty appetite is good, but food is not always the cure of hunger. Sometimes hunger is the cure of food.”
“A strange ‘good morning’ indeed,” I replied.
Rursonaut laughed. I sat a little uneasily, wondering what he was getting at.
“It is hard to control the passions, is it not?” inquired Rursonaut.
I nodded slowly.
“And there are many times when good folks—even you—find it difficult to skip a meal or take a cold shower.”
“Yes, but what is your point?”
“Simply that we have much progress to make before we can make much progress.”
“You speak in riddles. What are you driving at?” I demanded, prickling with indignation.
“Your quick temper betrays you. You must have some idea, or you’d not be angry about it.”
“Well, I think you want me to eat less, but I’m not fat, you know.”
“I do not think you fat; neither do I think you eat too much. Rather you like eating more that you ought to like eating. Could you give it up for even a day?”
My first impulse was to blurt out, “Of course.” However, I bit my tongue and thought about it more carefully. Only the day before I had complained—perhaps quite justifiably—that I’d not been able to eat anything from the evening before until midday, a period of perhaps fifteen hours. Finally I replied, “I think I could, but I grant you that it would not be easy. I would probably be quite cross.”
I was disappointed in myself and felt chagrinned that something that ought to be so easy was, in fact, so difficult. Rursonaut laid a consoling hand on my shoulder.
“And are there not many things more attractive than food?”
At this, I felt a stirring within me, an uncanny and awkward feeling. It grew slowly, taking on form until I saw before my mind’s eye a specter of myself I did not want to see. It told me I had done wrong. For a moment I thought only I knew. Then suddenly I felt as if all my faults were plainly written on my face for Rursonaut to read. I was ashamed. The failings of my life rushed through my mind: every time I’d given in to passion, every word spoken in anger, every lie meant to get me out of trouble but weaving instead a tangled knot. I did not reply. I could not reply.
“Right now, the dishes are dirty. They must be cleaned.” Rursonaut rose and walked to the kitchen sink. I barely made out what he said, but I noticed his movements.
With his back turned, I quietly stole away to my room and closed the door. It was still quite early, and practically the entire day was before me. I wished it were night so I could pretend my shame and embarrassment were simple fatigue. Then I could have taken my leave gracefully as if nothing were the matter. How could I stand to be around Rursonaut, to talk with him, to live as a guest in his house—and for three months, nonetheless? I could not stand it, and it was early yet—not even ten on the first day.
He knows! I thought, He can read my mind! Perhaps he heard me talk in my sleep. Or the knight—maybe he told him? But how could the knight know?
“You are guilty,” I heard someone say to my mind.
Yes, guilty—the very epitome of guilty. And there is more—so much more. I cannot bear it.
I looked about for a way of escape. There was the window, the very window that not two hours ago had shone radiant, so warm and inviting. I peered out the window, half expecting to see Rursonaut peering in. Instead, I saw the forest of trees, much as it had been the day before when I had come. There were trees of many varieties, but mostly evergreens. There would be plenty of cover if I could reach them. A glance proved that the window was easily opened. I could escape and hide.
I was suffocating; I had to get out. I slid the window open and squeezed myself through it. I was outside. The sun shone brightly, but its warmth never touched the coldness inside me. Looking both to the right and to the left, I made a beeline for the trees. I slid myself beneath a stalwart cedar whose low branches formed an adequate screen. I slinked, cowering beneath the cedar tree, peering intently at the small cottage, which moments ago had been my prison.
Again I heard the pangs of guilt within me. I knew this voice spoke true, but what could I do? There was no recourse. I was wrong. I had done wrong. My life played before me as a menagerie of noble deeds separated and tarnished by long periods of evil deeds, complacency, and self-indulgence.
“But these are trivial!” I nearly shouted aloud.
“We own you!” came the reply.
Every muscle in my body tensed. I was so startled I couldn’t make myself turn my head. Even my pulse was making too much noise. It would betray my position.
Still frozen with fear, I gradually composed my senses. No one had spoken, I thought. It was just my guilt complex. I am still hidden by the branches, and I am alone. There is no real danger.
Yet my words did not convince me. Slowly—painfully slowly—I retreated back as far as I could until my back was up against the trunk of the cedar. This solid support gave me some comfort. I took several deep breaths, and my pulse slowed. I listened, but I did not hear the voice that had articulated so lifelike and so sudden its claim on me.
I pondered that voice, so demanding and so matter-of-fact. Who or what had actually spoken? I knew I owned my evil deeds, or at least that I was responsible for them, but could they possibly own me? And furthermore, were they really that bad? Maybe they were.
Something told me Rursonaut could help, but I didn’t want to see him. I didn’t want to see anyone. I wasn’t a bad person. After all, everyone makes mistakes. It wasn’t as if I had killed somebody or something of that sort.
A growl in my stomach interrupted my thoughts. Could it already be time for lunch? I was hungry, but I didn’t want to eat. My faults were eating on my mind. What if I had already been missed? Would Rursonaut know I had run away?
I realized now my escape from the cottage was no escape at all, for I could not escape from myself. I had to confront my problems. I needed to do something about them. Now I had to get back inside the cottage without being seen. But how? Why was it I never considered these dilemmas before I created them? Before, it was anything I could do to escape unseen. Now it was anything I could do to return unnoticed.
It was at the moment I made this resolution that two unexpected things occurred. I felt a weight, as it were, on my shoulders, which I had not felt before, and I heard a woman’s mocking laugh. Concerning the former, I did not feel heavier than I had before; it was more that I observed a burden that had always been there. As to the latter, I was not surprised to hear it. It was a familiar laugh, though it was not usually so derisive.
“So you think you can just cast me aside without a second thought?” the woman asked, as if inside my head. “I who have been your solace, your happiness, and your support? I, who hold they key to your pleasure?”
I felt a cold perspiration starting to run down my back, as I began to question if I really could give her up. “Yes,” I replied finally, “and I reject what you have given me, for I see now that you have led me to no fulfillment at all but rather to a slavery to pleasure.”
“Oh, such bold words,” she mocked. “Do you not know how weak you are? Do you not see it is impossible to leave me behind? You talk of escape, but from my grasp, there is no escape.”
Feelings of despair gripped me as I tried to make reply. It was true: I was weak, and even now, I wondered if I could leave her behind. As much as I wanted to, I also didn’t want to. There must be an escape. There must be, I thought.
“But you are beyond any point of return,” she said smoothly. “Forget this nonsense. You are mine, and I will give you all you need.”
“Yours are but empty promises. Too long, I have fallen into your snare, and your wile has kept me prisoner.”
“As it shall always be, for you cannot help yourself,” she said coolly, adding with a sudden rage, “You are mine!”
Her voice was like that which before had told me it owned me, and I recoiled against the trunk of the cedar at the sudden outburst. Though she was in my head, it was as if she stood before me as well, with claws outstretched.
“No! It shall not be! I see now that you have given me only misery.”
“Then try living without this!” she screeched, and she caused such things to come to mind as I had allowed before but I now forbade with all my strength.
I did not see her, but I knew her, though I never knew her name. I no longer cared if Rursonaut saw me or not. I had to reach the cottage. I could not allow any shame to keep me fettered to this nymph of fury and intrigue. I rose from beneath the cedar and ran towards the front door of the cottage.
For some reason, the way was difficult. When I left the cottage, I found myself beneath the cedar in no time at all. Going the opposite way, progress seemed slow. I tripped over roots. Twice I went sprawling, but I picked myself up. At last, I was at the door, but I could not make myself knock. Fear brought on hesitation. What would Rursonaut think of me?
I raised my hand, and it fell limp. My head was spinning, and noises clamored and clanked in my head. She was doing all she could to distract me, to tell me all was lost, to assert her dominion over me. Then a thought came, much as that first glint of light from dawn, which had sent the night dragon fleeing: “May the virtues of the chaste give me strength!”
Again I raised my hand. This time, my fist was firm, and I rapped on the door with confidence, and it was immediately opened. When I crossed the threshold, all the raucous banging in my head fell silent.
“I am here. I am ready.” I said to Rursonaut, barely knowing what I was saying.
“Then let us clean the dishes,” he replied.
I thought it a strange response, but I was so glad for the silence of my mind, that I made ready to comply without question. I stepped towards the sink but found the dishes were already put away.
“They are in the cabinets still,” Rursonaut explained. “You will need to take them out.”
“You mean, you put them away dirty?”
“No,” Rursonaut replied, “you have put them away dirty. You have hidden them away, concealing them for a long time, but the stench of them worsens with age. All must be revealed, that all may be cleansed.”
I understood now that he spoke not of the dishes from breakfast but of my life, which I had sullied and stained with unlawful meat and which was covered in the food of iniquity long past congealed and left to rot.
“Consider your life and the deeds thereof,” said Rursonaut, knowingly. “Confess with true sorrow and form a firm resolve to keep yourself spotless from this time forward.”
And I confessed, and I resolved not to offend again. And the weight on my shoulders melted away and was replaced by an interior lightness. As time went on, there were more confessions, and the grasp of the woman was loosened as, little by little, her power over me waned. 
* * *
Can one express what joy there is in being free, not free to do whatever one chooses (whether good or evil), but free from bondage to evil, that one may choose good—indeed that one may be good? Nor do I refer to a mere covering of uncleanness, as with a garment, but the total and actual removal of iniquity washed clean. Such a freedom is worth dying for. Verily, it is a freedom unattainable except by dying to one’s self.
I now found myself in a place that might as well have been my home. There were difficulties, to be sure. I didn’t always like the chores Rursonaut gave me, and I wasn’t always cheerful about the rules of silence he followed at different times of day. Yet I was at peace interiorly, even if it was a restless peace that had for its object some call to action.
Before, I was an unwilling guest; now I was a willing servant, if not a son. I could tell Rursonaut was genuinely pleased with the progress I had made since my arrival, and he made the day of my change of heart one of celebration, preparing the best food he had for our dinner.
After the first week, the focus of Rursonaut’s instruction transformed from one of interior reflection to one of exterior necessity. Whereas before we worked on “keeping the dishes clean,” Rursonaut began speaking of all the “dirty dishes” out there in the world, of the masses of people who have become enslaved, and of the dangers threatening unprecedented numbers of people.
I supposed that Rursonaut was correct, insofar as there were many people in a situation not unlike what mine had been; but I did not grasp the gravity of what was taking place in the world (or what already had taken place), nor did I rightly see the danger as unprecedented.
Rursonaut soon recognized that my knowledge of history was sorely deficient. Like many, I had lived on the assumption that the knowledge of the day was sufficient for the day. In other words, I had the notion that it was more important to know what was happening now than what had happened in centuries gone by. What is more, I could look up whatever information I wanted when the need arose; until there was a need, the information was extraneous clutter. The idea also prevailed that it was more important to make history than to learn history, except to a superficial degree. The old adage that those who refuse to learn from history are doomed to repeat it meant for my generation primarily that we might have to repeat the tedious subject the following school year.i
In the evenings, Rursonaut would tell stories of the history of Sangreal. A few of these might be taught as legend in schools rather than history, but much of the history of Sangreal was for the schools extraneous, religiously motivated, and therefore ignored. For whatever reason, the schools still taught the mythologies of other lands, as if there was some gem of truth or culture to glean from them, but the general attitude towards Sangreal was that it was repressive. Sangreal represented boundaries to a society that wanted to define its own locus and form—or perhaps reject locus and form altogether.
It was not until one day when Rursonaut came into the cottage weeping that I really believed unprecedented things were happening. I asked him what had occurred, but he bade me wait until he returned from his room. Three hours passed before Rursonaut again appeared.
“I have received terrible news.” Rursonaut finally stated. “There has been a schism in Sangreal involving many brothers, among both the Lesser and the Greater. Some have declared that the discipline of Sangreal is burdening the world, that Sangreal must change in order to maintain its relevance, and they wish to compromise our principles to let the unclean approach what is sacred. It is not known how many of them are in agreement.”
I was indeed astonished at this news. Only a few weeks before, I might have thought this was a welcome turn of events though I never would have predicted it would actually transpire. At this time, however, it was quite a shock.
“It appears people who are known publicly to be unclean have been approaching that which is sacred,” Rursonaut continued, “and many brothers have not spoken against it; indeed, if the report is true, some have even encouraged it, and this has been going on unknown for some time.”
There was a pause, and Rursonaut concluded, “A grave movement of evil is afoot.”
“What actually is happening in the world, Rursonaut?” I asked, wondering if there was more he knew but wasn’t telling.
“You, of course, remember the day you came here?”
“Of course.”
“Do you recall how I said on that first evening that there is some task you must do that involves the events of several generations?”
“Yes, but I thought primarily my task was to clean the ‘dishes’ I had sullied.”
“For yourself, that is true, but there are many, many others who are in danger, and they must be warned before it is too late,” Rursonaut declared. “I think we must expedite your instruction. Pray now more than ever that your part to play is small.”
I wondered at this, not comprehending. Surely, it is glorious to play a large part, I thought, but my pride deceived me.
Rursonaut ambled to the bookcase, which housed a tidy collection of volumes. Anxiously, he scanned one shelf, then another, as he ran his finger from spine to dusty spine. Suddenly, he paused and pulled out a book having a green leather cover with gold engraved letters. As he placed the book in my hands, Rursonaut’s face was solemn. I peered inquisitively at the title and read: The Gauntlet.
Still holding the book himself, even as it rested in my hands, Rursonaut peered into my eyes. “This is a book of great dread,” he declared slowly, “a book that should not be taken lightly, a story of an ancient enemy whose strength surges in these modern times. Read the first chapter, and have respect for what it tells you; for this is the story of the enemy who corrupts our generation.”
I took the book already in my hands as Rursonaut let loose his grasp. With great trepidation, I opened the cover and, slowly turning a few pages beyond the table of contents, began to read…
iIf I recall correctly, the phrase, “Those who refuse to learn from history are doomed to repeat it—next year” was something Lewis Smith, one of my junior high history teachers, used to say. This, of course, was a twist on the original quote attributed to George Santayana, “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”  Source: https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/George_Santayana 
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Chapter 3
A poem for this chapter is in poor taste.
Refrain we therefore with all due haste. 
 
Far off lies a distant land, a land to which many have set out but few have returned. It is a peculiar land, for its inhabitants oftentimes pretend it does not exist. If its citizens were asked something about it, they might laugh their inquirer to scorn; but one who has returned will say that the place truly does exist. One might say that the land is less a place than a state of mind. Its capital city is Sátirac and very attractive, and though one could describe its particular allure, suffice it to say that no one should want to take up permanent residence there.
The road to Sátirac is convenient and heavily traveled. The administration takes pride in keeping the road safe, clean, and attractive. In fact, one would be hard pressed to find in it a single pothole. Yet, the road to Sátirac is just that—a road to Sátirac. No discernible road leads out of this grand city. This condition is generally sufficient; for, as we have just mentioned, few have ever returned from this land—especially among those who have ventured so deeply into the heart of the land as Sátirac.
The Prince lived at the very center of Sátirac, and Sátirac centered itself on his will. His presence struck fear and confidence in the people, and his countenance inspired militancy in them as in a corporal summoned before his general. He was the equal of none and the superior of all. When he spoke, none dared turn a deaf ear. He was arrayed in splendor, from the crown of gold and emerald that wreathed his brow to the hem of his black, embroidered cape. His sword was like a blade of pure light, its hilt inlaid in gold and ivory.
Everywhere the Prince sought to dominate, but his forces were vulnerable; and he knew that beyond the gates of his realm, his power was limited by a defeat from a time-honored enemy. Still, he knew that, if he could keep his quarry distracted, his armies could infiltrate and subdue the peoples of foreign lands that lay within his reach. Further, the Prince was aware of his enemy’s increasing prosperity, which left unchecked, would bring about the doom of the Prince’s realm. Were this to happen, the Prince knew his enemy would extract a frightful recompense.
In this magnificent city, the Prince called a great council, summoning ambassadors from diverse places to come to his illustrious hall. All had been prepared, and the Prince sat in the great hall awaiting the arrival of his guests, lost in thought concerning the magnitude of the plan he had devised.
At the gate of the palace, the Prince’s guards hastened to lower the drawbridge, the ratcheting clang of its chains announcing the arrival of the first ambassador to the council. A mounted figure crossed the bridge as hollow, cantering steps echoed through the night. Entering through the main gate, the visitor found himself in the courtyard of the Prince, where he alighted and left his stallion to the care of the Prince’s stable hands. He was arrayed in armor that glistened in the light of the full moon, and the servants of the castle could see a crown floating around his head, massless but faintly luminescent, like nebulous green smoke. The arms of Areps were engraved on his breastplate: a lone weeping willow and an axe.
Making his way down the path of the courtyard, the visitor came upon a fountain shaped like an hourglass, which dripped but a single drop perhaps every hour. He hesitated a moment, taking note of what little was left in the reservoir of the fountain.
“Good evening, good master,” came a voice just ahead of him, “I am honored to offer you the hospitality of the Prince.”
The visitor heaved a long, drawn-out sigh. “His servant is ready. Lead me forth.”
A servant of the castle emerged from behind an arch in the courtyard carrying a torch. After giving the guest a brief nod of greeting, he turned and led the way down the path through the remainder of the courtyard. Tall shrubs adorned the path to either side, and from time to time, the scurrying of small animals could be heard about them. Presently, the servant stopped, facing two massive doors of solid brass, which glittered like a starry night in the light of his torch. Glancing upwards, the visitor saw the principal tower of the palace silhouetted against the moon’s light, a thin wisp of cloud gently veiling its crown.
Muttering something unintelligible, the servant stepped back quickly from the door. There was a great, scraping sound like the turning of a massive bolt. Then the doors swung outwards, smoothly and silently. Stepping across the threshold, the traveler followed the servant into a large hall, dimly lit, his steel boots echoing loudly in the open hall. The servant stopped abruptly at a flight of stairs and turned to face the visitor.
“We have now but to ascend these stairs,” the servant declared.
With that, the servant began a lengthy ascent up the staircase, which spiraled about for no fewer than sixty-six steps. All the while, the heavy footsteps of the traveler's boots followed him steadily, and it would be untrue to say that the servant was not surprised at the ease with which his fully armored companion kept pace. Finally reaching the top, the servant swung open a door into the great hall of the Prince. As the visitor crossed the threshold, the servant called out, “My Lord Prince, Morbilli, Lord of Areps, hails thee.”
To which the traveler responded, “Hail to thee, Prince, most excellent and eminent of lords.”
Crossing the hall from either end, the Prince and Morbilli met at its center, where a long table of mahogany and brass had been carefully prepared for the occasion. A giant chair inlaid in gold sat at its head while other splendid chairs adorned the table in two long columns. A special seat was reserved for the one who would sit opposite the Prince.
The Prince addressed Morbilli, “My friend, sit at my right hand, and we shall consider our strategy until the other guests arrive.”
The two conversed for several hours, occasionally interrupted by the clamor of the drawbridge and the “hail” of a newly arrived guest. By quarter to midnight, all the chairs were filled except for the one opposite the Prince and the chair beside it on the right. The Prince rose and called for quiet, gently tapping his silver spoon on his crystal glass.
Turning towards the servants, the Prince spoke thus, “Bid our honored guests join us, for the hour is at hand.” The Prince again took his seat.
With a bow, the chief servant pivoted smoothly on his back heel and departed into a dark passage. Moments later, the passage was bathed in light, and the servant reentered followed by a ravishing young lady and her handmaid. All stood as they entered, save the Prince. The two ladies curtsied, and as they moved to their chairs, the gold threads embroidered into their gowns seemed to glow. 
“Gentlemen,” the Prince said, addressing the assembly, “allow me to introduce our guests of honor, whom some of you have never met. Here opposite me sits Invidia of our worthy city and her handmaid Pleonexia. Their particular talents will be indispensable to the success of our council.”
As the remainder of the assembly took their seats, some two dozen souls, the Prince rose once more. “Our time diminishes as our enemy’s population increases. Unless we halt the rebirth of our foe, he shall appear who would be our judge.”
There was a momentary murmur, and several of the council members readjusted themselves in their seats. The Prince, after a slight pause, continued, “The time is at hand when we shall have our will of the guardians of the abominable city; they shall be conquered, and we shall utterly despoil them to their ruin. We have won this victory with a challenge, a gauntlet I have thrown before the enemy. By this challenge, we shall have such power as we have not enjoyed since time unmentionable. You will agree therefore that we must act wisely so that we may use this opportunity to the fullest. It is paramount that the number of our enemy not increase. Thereby, our power shall be multiplied. Let us therefore take council and consider the plan of conquest I have contrived!”
This said, the Prince took his seat. Effortlessly, Morbilli of Areps rose smoothly to address the assembly. “The first phase of our plan must be entirely covert. No one must suspect our actions. In the past, we have usually attacked from without, and when we have been able to infiltrate the enemy’s strongholds, our internal attacks have, of necessity, been brief. Now what we have patiently awaited has been made possible—namely, a prolonged siege from within.”
“Surely, gaining such access will require their consent?” Invidia asked, incredulously.
“True.” answered Morbilli. “We shall gain their trust by relieving their burdens. We shall bring forth the Trojan horse, not of wood and iron, but of convenience and advancement. Thereby they shall do our bidding of their own initiative.”
“What of the infidels and their captain?” snapped a surly-looking guest, who was nicknamed Burlap.
“The gauntlet of the Lord Prince has secured that there be no direct restraint put upon our efforts. The enemy’s army will only answer if called upon,” Morbilli replied.
“What is this gauntlet, this marvelous challenge of the Prince, that our enemy would agree to such a thing?” Burlap asked.
Morbilli turned his head and glanced at the Prince, who slowly nodded his assent.
“The enemy,” Morbilli answered, “has agreed to a fair battle on the terms that his own subjects may not only choose sides freely but that they would be the principal force opposing us. If his subjects call for his help and are loyal to him, he will assist them. If they choose to side with us or run from the battle, they are on their own. The Prince has asserted that the enemy’s subjects resent him and his edicts; the Prince has challenged him to his face to prove otherwise.”
A murmur of admiration for the Prince’s scheme and his audacity arose among the ambassadors, and Morbilli waited for quiet.
“Thus,” Morbilli continued, once there was silence, “we have merely to see to it that the enemy’s armies are not called forth until we are firmly entrenched. By that point, there will be no reason for the people to call upon their knights. As you are well aware, the majority of unconquered territory is self-governing, bowing neither to king nor liege. The influence of our diplomats in these areas has already prepared our way nicely. Before we advance, our endeavor shall be to seduce the remaining kingdoms from their kings. To this end, we shall sow the seeds of war among kings and princes, visiting their subjects with the heavy burdens necessary to support extensive military operations. This first devastation shall so utterly disillusion the remaining kingdoms that they shall soon follow the course of their neighbors. We shall leave nothing to chance; hence, there shall be no direct attack until these things are accomplished.”
“Next,” Morbilli announced with an air of genuine admiration, “our plan becomes so cunning, so exact, so elegant, that I feel only the Prince himself is worthy to divulge it to this noble assembly.” And with that, Morbilli took his seat as nimbly as he had risen.
All eyes were fixed upon the Prince as he rose to speak, a pleased look stealing over his face. “Ladies and gentlemen,” the Prince began, “I give you…” 
Before he could finish, the distant clash of the drawbridge interrupted him, announcing some new arrival.
Eyes blazing, the Prince cast a quick glance over those seated about the table. “All who have been invited are present,” he said. “We have no need of newcomers with itching ears and loose tongues.”
Pleonexia rose calmly to speak. “Pray bid your steward set a place for another guest, my Lord Prince, for we have called upon our friend and servant Usufruct, who is undoubtedly late because of some trifle or other in his ledger. It is he who knocks at your gate.”
Somewhat pacified, the Prince took his seat. A few seconds later, a short, bearded man entered, carrying a ledger. So intent he was upon that ledger that he nearly forgot to hail the Prince, who watched him coldly, his patience already frayed to a thread. Setting the ledger down on the table, Usufruct looked about, most impressed not so much with the grand company in which he found himself fortunate to be, but with their splendid, rich attire—especially Invidia’s. It did not seem to bother him that the Prince did not call for another chair, and he was left standing behind Pleonexia for the remainder of the evening.
“As I was saying, before I was so rudely interrupted,” the Prince said, with a withering glare at the late arrival, “a plan for victory is about to be unfurled before your eyes. Each of you shall play a part in my grand scheme, which is carefully laid out.”
“Therefore I give you,” continued the Prince, pausing for effect, “Obitus.”
At the mention of this name, the chief servant of the palace reappeared and produced a locked box, which he placed at the center of the table, bowing to the Prince before and after setting it down. A look of consternation and amazement overcame the assembly, as questioning glances shot back and forth. The box was of a cedar-like wood, and burned into the lid were the words:
The Fruits of Obitus, 
The Ancient Wood. 
A Lone Man Acts, 
Making Evil Good.
Morbilli was pleased, for he understood, having labored in secret with the Prince on Project Obitus for many months.  The other guests, however, were dumbfounded. About the table, small arguments broke out as to what this inscription meant and how it pertained to their leader’s glorious plan. The Prince, meanwhile, was much amused, for it was a weakness of his that he took pleasure in proving himself clever before guests.
“I propose,” said the Prince in a grand voice, “that a prize be given to the first guest to guess the contents of the locked box. I will even allow you to ask Morbilli three ‘yes or no’ questions.”
What had been a collection of disjointed murmurs rose to a lively roar, as the guests argued among themselves what the best three questions would be. All the guests were thus intently engaged—all except Invidia. Invidia was not amused in the least but sat inwardly irate, her sharp eyes fixed upon Morbilli, a foreigner who, usurping her position, was the special confidant of the Prince in so important a matter. Thus Invidia sat sulking as the first two questions were asked and answered in the negative.
Suddenly Invidia leaned forward in her chair and, oblivious to the conversations taking place around her, asked Morbilli, “In the box there is something alive, no?”
Instantly there was dead silence (and a few glares aimed in Invidia’s direction for using the last question). Morbilli, somewhat taken aback, answered, “Why, yes, there is!”
Mollified for the moment, as she imagined it obvious from this exchange that she looked the superior of Morbilli in the Prince’s eyes, Invidia sat back in the chair, her head cocked slightly to one side, lowered an eyebrow, and half-grinned. Morbilli caught the gist of Invidia’s expression but, being cognizant of the magnitude of the endeavor at hand, was indifferent to what he considered Invidia’s petty maneuvers to make herself feel special.
“There is nothing to suffer in this,” thought Morbilli to himself. With that, he dawned a pleased countenance and suggested that the prize mentioned by the Prince ought rightfully to go to Invidia, although she did not guess specifically what kind of life was in the box.
“Invidia, as you have come closest to identifying the contents of the box,” declared the Prince, “it is right for you to open it; indeed it is fitting considering the role you will play.” With that, the Prince extracted a key from his pocket.
Invidia approached and, taking the key from the Prince’s outstretched hand, opened the box gingerly and gasped. The other guests crowded around to catch a glimpse. “There are just two insects,” rasped Burlap, “and they certainly don’t seem to be alive, but they are rather unusual by the look of them.” 
“How can two insects help us achieve our goal?” asked Pleonexia, and the other guests inquired likewise.
“They embody two ideas, which now lie dormant but shall be awakened at the proper time,” said Morbilli. “They shall spread and multiply, and the Prince is their lord. Those who are bitten by them shall quickly capitulate, bringing ever closer the day of our conquest.”
“And when these ideas have taken their hold, how shall we conquer?” piped Dubit, a guest from the city Edif. “Surely the axe must rise and fall and the shield be broken?”
“Ah, yes! You come to the point quite readily, my dear Dubit,” replied the Prince, dramatically. “I beg you all sit and grant me your indulgence as I reveal the secret of Obitus before your very eyes.”
Once the guests had regained their seats, the Prince continued. “Obitus is not merely a plan. It is an enterprise. My vision, you see, is conquest through the employ of our foes. When the remaining kingdoms become self-governing, there will be a void; for once there were kings to rule the people—but no more. In their stead, we will plant enterprise—and with such success that government itself will become as an industry. At first, any kind of enterprise will do; it hardly matters.”
The Prince’s voice became grave, as he took several paces.
Glaring at the guests with piercing eyes, the Prince declared, “Then, the first living idea awakens! Taking root like a seed, it shall be sown by Invidia and her servants among the lands of our enemy, while elsewhere shall awaken its counterpart. To all appearances, these two living ideas shall oppose one another, but the effect of each upon the lands in which they spring forth shall be to open the doors to our armies. The enterprise of Obitus shall consume the masses, and they shall sacrifice all that is precious to them to be a part of it. So powerful shall Obitus be that family ties shall not be strong enough to resist it. It shall spread throughout the lands like poison in a body. Even the Guardians shall succumb, leading others into the clutches of Obitus.”
“Will the people sacrifice all they have just for industry?” asked Dubit, incredulously. “Do they not have greater needs to be met?”
“Certainly they have,” replied the Prince, a twinkle in his eye, “but the two living ideas shall bring with them the promise of unhindered satisfaction of every need. Obitus is but a means to an end. That end shall be the people’s complete subjugation to their own caprices, so complete that they shall readily sacrifice their future to be satisfied. Indeed, I expect there shall be little for our armies to do in the latter stages, as a new army shall arise for us comprised even of the brightest minds of the conquered. Most will not realize the ramifications of their self-empowered lifestyle. Others will be so dependent upon satisfaction that they shan’t care even if they understand what is happening to them. You see, our opponent has the foolish habit of giving his subjects whatever they clamor for. He may warn them a few times; but if they ask for it persistently, he shall let them have it. We shall tell them what they really want, and they shall want to sacrifice anything and anyone but themselves to obtain it. And in so doing, they shall sacrifice themselves utterly.”
“The hour is late!” the Prince practically yelled. “I see the water of fate draining from that infernal vial set by the enemy in my very courtyard. I see it daily. I know that all here passed by it and were terrified, but I say that we shall still dodge its curse. For as many of the enemy as we win over, twice that shall be slain.”
The guests were visibly shocked. It was forbidden to mention the water of fate by the Prince’s own decree, so oppressive was it to him and to all the inhabitants of his land. For the water of fate was erected on the day of the Prince’s defeat and protected by some blessing or curse, which prevented anyone from touching it. Even the vegetation of the courtyard could not grow high enough to hide it, as if the vial itself stunted its growth. It was said that the enemy would come to despoil the Prince and his countrymen with the fall of the last drop. Anyone who looked upon the water of fate could plainly see that little remained, but no one could tell or even estimate how many drops were left.
“I now know that we can slow the water of fate, if not cause its flow to cease altogether,” the Prince declared.
Had the guests been taken aback by the Prince’s mention of the waters of fate, they were now altogether incredulous. Stop the waters of fate? How was it possible if no one could even touch the dreadful fountain?
“I understand now the exact number of drops contained in the fateful waters,” the Prince continued, “for each drop corresponds to one of our founding citizens who were cast out by the enemy. A drop does not fall until a man replaces one of us in his realm. Note that carefully! We must be replaced.”
“Ah! I think I understand now!” exclaimed Invidia. “To keep men from entering the enemy’s realm is enough to stop the infernal waters. It is not necessary that we subjugate all of them into our realm.”
“Precisely,” declared the Prince, approvingly, “and it is with this knowledge that I have thrown down the gauntlet before the enemy himself! I went by a way, which only I know, and I dared him I could make the waters of fate cease to flow and prove once and for all the folly of his unjust persecution of our people, if he would but give me the opportunity.”
“And he agreed?” the guests asked in chorus.
“Did he agree? Ha! He did indeed, the pompous fool. You’d think he’d notice how many of his people are ready to revolt; yet, as always, he sends pawns to counter knights and capture kings. A prudent general he is not. He even said he’d place the queen in charge of his armies. But I digress…”
The Prince turned his back to the guests and, walking from the head of the table, looked out a solitary window. Not a sound broke the silence of the room. Through the gloomy night, the Prince gazed, searching as it were for the answer to some paradox he could not comprehend.
For the present, all were lost in their own thoughts.
Morbilli wondered what was passing through his lord’s mind. As his faithful companion, Morbilli had striven alongside the Prince in many campaigns. He was present at the first revolt against the enemy, in which they freed themselves of his service. He was present when the Prince conquered the enemy’s prized lands, with the capitulation of the inhabitants. He was present, too, when the tyrant stripped them of much of the power they once wielded and set before them the ultimatum: the waters of fate. Was there now some trepidation plaguing his master’s resolve?
Invidia too was by the Prince’s side from the beginning. A creature of subtle cunning and ambition, she was the Prince’s inspiration. Still, she was the handmaid not the master, and her desire to excel was tempered by their common cause against the enemy and the supremacy of the Prince. Invidia thought she could sense the Prince’s mind as he stood by the window.  She had seen the Prince striving within himself before. He seemed to her as one consumed with desire for some knowledge that surpassed him, though he would never admit it.
Burlap and Dubit, among the least of the council, were surprised at the sudden change in the proceedings, but sat quiet and still so as not to incur the wrath of their superiors. To them, this was an awkward silence, not a dramatic pause or logical intermission, and they felt a stark uneasiness, which grew by the second. A shadow of doubt crossed their minds as they wondered if the Prince really knew how to stop the waters of fate, or if the enemy would soon come to destroy him and them with him.
Usufruct, still standing beside Pleonexia, was not perturbed by this turn of events in the least but gladly took the opportunity to consult his ledger. He had an insatiable appetite for finding new ways and means to turn a profit with minimal effort, yet he never quite understood the enormous amount of time and effort he poured into this endeavor. Unquestionably the least important in attendance—he had been invited by Invidia, not the Prince—he considered this silence as nothing more than the Prince’s well known sense of theatrics.
Pleonexia watched her mistress’s eyes intently. Then she turned her gaze from one member of the council to another. In her mind, she rated them all from least to greatest. Usufruct did not make the cut except as a useful servant and only then when money was concerned, and she did not even bother to look his way. Presently, she pondered which was greater, Morbilli of Areps or her mistress. Morbilli was unfamiliar. He seemed to Pleonexia to lack the ambition and subtlety of Invidia, yet there was some terrible, hidden power in him, which her gaze could not penetrate. As much as she wanted to place her mistress above the Lord of Areps, she could not do so with certainty, and this troubled her mind.
If the Prince was ill at ease, he recovered gracefully. A sly grin crossed his face, and he whirled about again to address the council.
“A great man will appear,” the Prince continued. “As one expected by all nations, he will fulfill the promises of the two living ideas and, calling all men to himself, he shall unify and immortalize them. Of such a one, shall all the world sing praise. Then will all men forsake the enemy and find delight in our benevolence.”
The significance of his words was not lost on his guests.
* * *
As I finished reading the chapter, I noticed a message written in pencil in the margin:
Beware the stare of Invidia. 
By her eyes you will know her.
Slowly, I closed the book, and I felt a shiver of fear run up and down my spine.
The Traveler
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Chapter 4
Hindsight’s vision clears today’s,
Today’s holds us together.
Foresight’s tempers and delays,
But fashions judgments better.
 
While I had noticed my host upon my arrival, I did not take the time to observe him then. Indeed, I was thinking of little else but food, rest, and escape. Nor could I have justly described him, for the superficial impression I had of him then would not suffice even to recount his appearance. Now that I was his friend and cared for his well-being, I took note of his features, demeanor, and abilities; and I learned some of the details of his past.
Rursonaut was an enigma of a man: so old I could not guess his age, but seeming to possess the energy of youth; keen-witted, but at times obtuse; jovial, yes, but solemn. In all things of the world, he was simple, yet he could have inherited his wisdom from Solomon. He was as aware of fads as any teenager, but unlike a teen, he was ambivalent to them, if not opposed to them. He was especially well versed in history.
Rursonaut maintained his rosy demeanor at nearly all times. He was never harsh with anyone but spoke plainly—even severely—at the misdeeds, which he saw multiplying daily in the world. He possessed a deep optimism, which made his few moments of trepidation and worry all the more acute. Above all, he was grounded in truth and devoted to his life as a Guardian of Sangreal. He seemed to possess simultaneously the gentleness of a kitten and the constancy of a stone gargoyle.
By the look of him, Rursonaut was nothing special. Of average height as a young man, he was slightly stooped in old age, giving the appearance he was a bit shorter than he actually was. Nevertheless, he was unpredictably nimble. I once observed him climb into a tree with ease to pick a piece of fruit, jump out, and land on his feet. His predominantly bald head sported a half-ring of grey hair, and he often wore a cap, as older gentlemen would wear. His face was wrinkled when he smiled, less so when it bore another expression; and his eyes were green.
Some days, I took to reading one of the books in Rursonaut’s collection. This gave me some cover so that I could observe him from the periphery of my eye without being detected. When I thus appeared occupied, he would either busy himself in the kitchen or sit in the main room. When he sat, he was never overcome by slumber, for he kept his eyes open. The most curious thing about these episodes was that he would tell me later at dinner that he had received word from an old friend or acquaintance, though I hadn’t seen any messenger come to the cottage that day, and he didn’t own a mailbox. Of course, there were days when he would meet a passer-by on the road and exchange a few words. I understand that it was from just such a traveler that Rursonaut had learned of the schism.
It is a testament to how astonishing the news from Sangreal was that Rursonaut was so affected that he wept. Perhaps it is a bit presumptuous of one who had known him only a short while, but I would have wagered he had not wept so long or so hard in many years. I would have lost that wager, it turns out, but I will not elaborate further.
Rursonaut was originally from the northwestern parts where the population is sparse, the mountains tall, and the winters severe. His parents had a large family and ran a farm with a variety of livestock. In his youth, he would tend the fields, mend fences, cut firewood, and watch after his younger siblings. Once he was old enough, Rursonaut went to Sangreal for training and was eventually made a Lesser Guardian. I understand he had returned for a time to his homeland to help during an outbreak of some illness.
Rursonaut had lived in the cottage for twenty years or more. I imagine he was just entering middle age at the time he first came to the cottage, though I cannot say with certainty. Unfortunately, I never asked him more specifically the dates of some of the important events in his life.
I learned that the cottage was something of an outpost, away from civilization yet still close enough that travelers would pass by occasionally on their journeys elsewhere. It was also a refuge for the wayward and the weary. From time to time, some young man would come to the cottage as I had—well, not exactly as I had—looking for answers to life’s questions. Some came, having been told of the place. Others, it seemed, stumbled upon it as if by accident.
The day following the news of the schism marked the start of my fourth week as the companion of Rursonaut, one of the Lesser of Sangreal. I thought he seemed changed somehow; I assumed it was in reaction to the turmoil in Sangreal. He did not seem as lively or energetic as usual.
At that time, we were together in a small garden behind the cottage watering a few vegetables and plucking the occasional weed. With an inward aspiration for greatness, I decided to ask if Rursonaut had any idea yet what task he was preparing me for.
“Do you think I am to save Sangreal?” I asked.
“Save Sangreal!” Rursonaut laughed. “No, indeed. There is only one savior of Sangreal, and you are not he. But I thank you for the laugh. I needed some cheering up.”
My pride was hurt, but this episode made me realize I had spoken from a poor motivation. Rursonaut picked up on this. “I am sorry to have laughed at the expense of your pride,” he said, “but remember that we are but the servants. Neither of us will save Sangreal; but perhaps we will have some small part to play.”
There were those words again, which kept reappearing during my days in Rursonaut’s cottage: a small part to play.
Rursonaut continued, “I do think it is time to delve a bit deeper into the question of your task. Please understand, though. It will take time to discover the truth of its nature. The answer may come suddenly or only little-by-little.”
“While you were gorging yourself at the table the day you arrived,” Rursonaut said lightly, “I was engaged in a lively conversation with your knight friend, though I doubt you were paying any attention to that dialogue.”
“No, I was quite intent on my soup,” I laughed. “It’s funny now, isn’t it?”
Rursonaut smiled. “We talked of many things, but concerning your task, the knight suggested only that I ask you about a dream you had before you met him.”
“A dream?” I pondered. “Well, yes, as a matter of fact, I do recall an odd dream I had about a three headed cloud, and that was just before the knight roused me from my nap.”
“Start from the beginning.”
We both sat down, and I recalled as best I could the cloud, which had appeared in the northwest sky, having the heads of three bearded men, identical in appearance yet distinct; how two hands had formed at the ends of the cloud and had clapped together over the city with great force; and finally the absurdity of the hot air balloon and the bicycle.
Rursonaut sat deep in thought. He did not speak right away. Finally after several seconds, he said, “This is consistent with reports I have heard.”
“You mean there are others reporting having dreams about clapping clouds?” I inquired quite seriously.
“No,” Rursonaut chuckled, “I mean rather that there are many signs that men’s offenses have multiplied and that a great calamity is coming.”
“But how does my dream fit in?”
“I would say it is both a warning for you personally and a warning for the people at large. Do not fear, you have cleaned the dishes; just be extremely vigilant that they be not sullied and return to a state even worse than before.”
I resolved to take this warning to heart.
“What was the name of the city over which the cloud rested, or do you know?” asked Rursonaut.
“It was Three Forks, which is not far from the Green Vale. This is where my grandparents lived,” I added.
Rursonaut rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “This would seem to be an important detail.”
I decided to be facetious. “Is it the hot air balloon or the bicycle that convinces you a great calamity is approaching?”
Rursonaut laughed again. “No, if that part of the dream means anything at all, it is only that your father may be going some place where you cannot follow. Still, it might not have any meaning whatsoever. In fact, I would be inclined to ignore the entire dream altogether if it were not for two features: that the knight suggested it was important and that the language of the clapping is not something you understand, and therefore it is unlikely that you invented it.”
“The language of the clapping?” I wondered aloud.
“Yes, in ancient times, such a clap as you described was a sign of passing judgment on some person or place. As the place where the clapping occurred was so precise, I assumed the place was worth noting. Come to think of it, perhaps the judgment of Three Forks is already made…”
“What other reports have you heard?” I inquired anxiously.
Rursonaut did not seem inclined to divulge the contents of these reports at first. Whatever his objection, some other consideration prevailed, for he bade me accompany him to the cottage before continuing. “One can never be too careful,” was the only explanation he gave, coming inside.
As he closed the door behind us, Rursonaut said, “Michael, it would be better if I did not give you a synopsis of what I have seen and heard, for that is but hearsay. There are some reports I have that you may read, but other reports are journeys of their own, which must be experienced. These cannot be read. I think it is time I showed you what it means to ‘sail backwards.’”
I had all but forgotten the phrase. Hearing it again brought back to my mind’s eye the first days at the cottage when I puzzled over the name of Rursonaut. After four weeks, the name seemed not so queer. After all, a name is just a label.
“A name,” Rursonaut continued, “is more than just a label.”
The look on my face sincerely startled Rursonaut. “What is the matter?” he asked.
“Sometimes I swear you can read my mind. I was just thinking how I have become adjusted to your—if you’ll pardon me—unusual name, and how I reasoned it should not matter what you call yourself since a name is but a label.”
“That is the wisdom of the world, is it not? One is told all must be equal; therefore one name is as good as another, a mere identifier. But this notion is incorrect. I have a name that identifies not just who I am but to some extent what I am. It is the nature of a name to describe what is named, and I am named for my nature.”
“I don’t really follow you.”
“That is precisely what I expected, and if there were a written report on the matter, you still would not comprehend. Therefore, I must show you.”
Rursonaut took a seat in the central room of the cottage, and I sat across from him.
“The name ‘Rursonaut’ means ‘the backwards sailor,’” Rursonaut continued. “Much of what I have learned of the state of the world I have learned through my travels.”
“I would not have thought you a traveling man.”
Rursonaut smiled. “It will surprise you even more to learn that I travel without leaving this cottage.”
“Had you said that the day I was brought here, I would have surely thought you were an escapee from an asylum.”
“But now?” Rursonaut asked.
“I have learned more about myself in the few weeks I have been here than in many years prior. I trust you, and I know you speak honestly.”
“Very well,” Rursonaut said. “We are about to travel together through space and time. We will not go anywhere physically, but in our minds’ eyes we will see events that have actually taken place. We will not be able to interact with past events; we can merely observe. No one from the past will know we are present, nor will we be able to speak to them or touch them. Finally, we may be permitted to feel the effects of the environment, such as cold or warmth, and we will almost always feel strong emotional effects. Many events are difficult, touching, or even terrifying. Do not fear, for we cannot suffer any actual physical effect from adverse conditions during these travels, though we may have a memory of ill effects as if we had experienced them.”
Was this, then, the explanation for how Rursonaut was so vividly conversant with history? Was this the mechanism by which he heard from old acquaintances when he was seemingly home all the time? Had he actually been far away in another time and place as I observed him from the corner of my eye? 
So many thoughts raced through my mind all at once. Was this mode of travel safe? What were we about to experience? I had trouble coming up with the right question to ask, but I was most concerned with knowing our destination, for I feared to see certain events of the past.
“Do you know where we are going?”
“We will set out with a goal in mind and perhaps even a place and time,” said Rursonaut calmly. “We will either arrive there or at a place where we can better achieve that goal.”
“Have you ever been to the future?”
“That is not my nature. My nature is to sail backwards.”
“But you will get us back here when we’re done, right?” I inquired, concerned that we might get stuck in a time not our own.
“Yes, but that is not a matter of travel. We are still here physically, so we cannot lose our way back. Make note of the time.”
I glanced at a clock. “It is six minutes to four,” I replied.
Not a second later, I felt as if I was being pulled upwards. I was standing upright and could not see the chair, which had held me moments before. A dense fog filled (or rather replaced) the room in the cottage. Peering through this nebulous mist, I began to make out the shapes of trees and rooftops, which seemed to rise up out of the ground. As the fog lifted, I found my feet planted firmly on a cobblestone street with Rursonaut beside me. A horse-drawn carriage was approaching.
The Strike of the Hour
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Chapter 5
She skips with glee at tragedy,
Who in gladness mourns.
Smitten in tranquility,
Detested and forlorn.
 
“Winter is a most disagreeable season,” declared a man with grey mustache and black top hat, as he opened the door of his carriage to disembark.
Rursonaut and I stood together taking in the scene. Indeed, it was a cold day and dreary. Icicles hung from the gutters of nearby shops while dirty snow embellished the sidewalks. A glance upwards would bring no warmth of sun, for thick clouds dispersed the light so one could not see that great globe. Surreptitiously on account of the clouds, the sun had climbed past its zenith, approaching the three o’clock position on its trek ever westward. And though Rursonaut assured me we were not physically there, I could feel the chill in the air, even in my bones.
Stepping gingerly on account of the patchy ice, the gentleman alighted from the carriage, followed by a woman of similar age and social bearing. “Why I let you drag me from my Philosophies to walk about in this weather, I’ll never know!” the man remarked as his wife took his arm.
“Really, Henry, you looked as though you were about to suffocate from boredom staring at that silly book.”
“I’d rather be warm and bored than freezing and entertained,” Henry retorted.
“It’s only for a few seconds; the opera house is heated.”
“Yes, dear.”
“And you’ll thank me later for freeing your mind, if only for a few hours, from those dreadful scholars.”
“Yes, dear.”
Two pillars of the opera house framed the socialites as they bickered. Another man, clad in tattered garb, sat opposite one of the pillars trying with little success to block the chilling wind that seemed to play tag with him, coming now from one side of the pillar, then from the other.
The lady continued chiding Henry, as if oblivious to her surroundings. “And if you’d just leave those silly books of yours alone for a little while, you might remember your wife now and again.”
“Dear,” replied Henry firmly, “if you won’t be quiet, we’ll freeze before we can get inside the warm opera house.”
“Well! I never,” the lady said.
Then she gasped, and clenching her husband’s arm, slipped behind him, for the beggar had just revealed himself.
“Pardon, sir” the beggar began, approaching the opulent couple, “I have a wife and seven children. We’ve had nothing to eat these two days, and we have been without a fire for a day longer. Please…”
“I see!” Henry interjected, “Undoubtedly you have shirked the day away, and you turn now to those who have earned an honest living, working by the sweat of their brow, for a share in the reward of a hard day’s work; or if you have worked, you have not seen fit to store away a little for harder times.”
“But it is not that way at all, sir” the beggar replied, “I was a successful miller until the mill was shut down, and I have tried my hand at every job I have been offered; yet the cost of food is high, the wages low, and the jobs to do sparse.”
“And now you are reduced to begging?” Henry inquired, adding, “Not a very smart move, was it, having so many mouths to feed?” He turned to his wife with an aggrieved air. “Oh! How is it that those least capable of supporting children are those most proficient at having them? Well, this is no concern of mine; such irresponsibility is rectified by nature herself.”
The beggar glowered. “What are you saying, sir?”
“I’m really doing you a favor, don’t you see? If I gave you what you ask, you’d just go on adding more mouths to your tally. Provisions would be no easier to come by, and you’d be in ever more dire straits.”
The beggar, taken aback, finally replied, “I love my children. I live for them but not for long if I cannot find food and wood.”
“Ah yes, but don’t you see that’s precisely the point. If you can’t find food and wood, you will make way for those who can. This is only natural. Now if you’ll excuse us, we are much inconvenienced by your keeping us out here in the cold.”
Henry stepped towards the door of the opera house, his wife at his side, now appearing entirely recovered from her tirade.
“For pity’s sake!” the beggar shouted after them, but his cry was for naught, as the gentleman and his wife disappeared from view.
Unseen by Henry, the beggar, or Henry’s wife was a fourth figure who had carefully concealed herself in the shadows. She hid her face in her cloak—only her eyes were visible. When I saw her eyes, I knew it was she who had guessed most closely the contents of the box the Prince had presented before the assembly that fateful night, as recounted in The Gauntlet. It could be no one else but Invidia; for even though I had never seen her, never had I seen eyes so cruel, so cunning, so deranged and disturbing…and yet so strangely attractive at the same time.
“You know,” said Invidia, sauntering up to the beggar, “his is not the only philosophy. His is merely a philosophy of those who have.”
“I care nothing for philosophies. I have a family that needs to be fed, and I have no way to feed them. That is all that concerns me now.”
“One day you will see justice in society. A day is coming soon when the common man will overcome the chains of disparity, for poor is where the rich would keep you. Let them taste the bitterness of poverty; then let them see what their philosophies are worth!”
“Justice in society?” the beggar scoffed. “Never in the history of mankind has there been justice in society. What makes you think it is coming now?”
“The stage has already been set,” replied Invidia, “for the great and terrible day of social judgment. There are many like you who work and do not eat. There are many ready for change. From the eastern shore to the western, the tyranny of the money grubbers shall fall to the virtue of the common man, rising up to make right this wrong. Within a year’s time, the first fruits of justice shall come forth, if not here, not far from here.”
“A year’s time! Ha! There is no sign of common men coming together to do anything, except work the rich man’s lands, man his machines, and barely scrape by an existence doing it. Where do you hear such nonsense?”
“Oh, but it isn’t nonsense,” replied Invidia smoothly. “I have seen the stalwart men by whose hands this will come to pass. You may meet them, too, if you like. Come just once to hear them speak. If you don’t like what you hear, just leave, and there’s no harm done. You may also find a few extra loaves and some fuel if you go. After all, theirs is the cause of the poor and needy and of the working man.”
It was plain from the conversation that the beggar was not at all convinced that a revolution in social justice was under way, but Invidia’s words had caught his attention all the same.
“Very well,” he said after some thought. “I need bread and wood. Where should I go to hear these men?”
Invidia reached into a pocket and placed a card in the beggar’s hand.
The beggar read the card. “Why the old, abandoned church?” the beggar asked, but Invidia was nowhere to be seen. The beggar looked around, pocketed the card, and left.
Rursonaut and I went into the opera house, where the curtain fell for the transition of scenes. Henry sat beside his wife. We found Invidia occupying the seat to his left.
“How disgusting!” Invidia muttered under her breath.
“Disgusting?” said Henry, turning. “I thought the opera rather good—lots of tantalizing little harmonies and…”
“Oh! No, no,” replied Invidia, “not the opera—that thing standing outside the opera house asking for alms.”
“Oh, the beggar.”
“Yes, what a horrid spectacle. You know, that man is just one more example of society’s failure to improve itself.”
“How so?”
“Well, you see,” Invidia began in a lower tone, with what seemed a self-conscious embarrassment, “it’s rather like the breeding of dogs.”
“Dogs?”
“Yes,” she said. “When you have a dog that is attractive or good for hunting, you encourage it, feed it, and breed it so that you will have more dogs with similar traits. Eventually you have dogs that exhibit the traits even better than the dogs you begin with. In the course of your breeding, though, you would never encourage the dogs with traits opposite what you desire.”
“True enough, but are you saying...”
“I mean—don’t get me wrong, I’m not advocating putting the poor wretch to sleep—but there ought to be some place where society can put such people so they won’t continue to pull society down. Society is a whole, bigger than any one person; it has a right to keep itself clean, pure, and productive. I’d bet anything the beggar also has an irresponsible number of children, encouraging, as it were, exactly the opposite of what society should be.”
“Your ideas are quite intriguing. Perhaps you are familiar with some of the philosophers I study regularly,” Henry began, but at that very moment, the lights were dimmed and the curtain rose. “Let’s talk some more later,” whispered Henry.
“Yes, let’s,” came the whispered reply.
In the dim light, we saw Invidia slip a card into Henry’s hand. Surreptitiously, he stuck the card into his coat pocket. Henry glanced to his left, then over his shoulder, but Invidia was not there.
The opera ended about an hour later, and from the smile on his face, it seemed Henry was now very pleased his wife had encouraged him away from his books for a little while. Henry and his wife rose from their seats and made their way slowly to the door, as many other ladies and gentlemen noisily filed out of the opera house. Once outside, Henry hailed a carriage, and he and his wife entered. Somehow I found myself inside the carriage too, with Rursonaut beside me, so that we were able to observe what happened next. This ability to follow the plot, as it were, seemed a feature of our time travel.
“Whom were you talking to, dear?” Henry’s wife asked immediately, as soon as the carriage door had closed.
“I do not even know her name,” Henry replied. “You are not jealous, are you?”
“Well, it did seem rather irregular, and you said nary a word to me either during intermission or on the way to the carriage.”
“Do not worry yourself, love,” Henry began, “she had an intriguing philosophy about our beggar friend, and that is what interested me. Besides, I could easily be her father.”
“Alright, dear, but one of these days, your philosophies are going to get you into a lot of trouble.”
“Yes, dear,” Henry replied, glancing toward his coat pocket.
The cabby got the carriage underway. The regular pattern of the horse’s hooves against the cobblestone streets had a soporific effect, and Henry’s wife was soon dozing comfortably on his shoulder. I could tell Henry was curious about the card occupying his pocket, for he kept glancing towards it, but he was evidently strong enough to resist the temptation to dig the card out with his wife resting on that very side.
As we slowed, I saw a bronze plaque on a stone pillar at one side of a gate, which read Bellwright Gardens. We passed through the gate and pulled to a stop beneath an awning. Now at their residence, Henry roused his wife and paid the driver. We followed them inside as they hurriedly took chairs by the roaring flames of their fireplace. Fifteen minutes later, the servants brought dinner on trays, and the two enjoyed a fine meal. It was now about eight o’clock in the evening.
“I’m feeling tired, Henry,” his wife said, rising from her chair. “I think I’ll retire. I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Very well, dear. I think I’ll explore my philosophies for a little while.”
Henry waited a few minutes after his wife left the room before retrieving the card from his coat pocket. Pulling it out, a bewildered look stole over Henry’s face. Flipping the card over, Henry’s expression changed to one of surprise. He moved his lips as he read, so that I was able to discern the words: “The Museum of Natural History at 9 o’clock the evening of the 7th.” Henry blinked. “I must hurry!”
We followed Henry as he walked briskly upstairs. At the landing, he paused and listened. After a moment, he grinned slyly, then opened a closet door in the hallway, retrieved his overcoat, and shut the door again. Tip-toeing gingerly back down the stairs, he made his way to the back door before slipping into the night. Cautiously, he strode towards the stables. Henry had no difficulty preparing one of the horses in silence, and there was nary a sound from any of the horses. Taking the reins in hand, Henry led a steed over a hill and turned towards the road. There he mounted and soon had the horse cantering through the brisk wind toward his destination.
The night was cold and the breath of both Henry and his mount billowed in the pale moonlight, which now and again peeked through a veil of cloud. Trees lined the sides of the road like miserable soldiers standing in formation about to march, their arching boughs slick with a coat of ice. There was no spark of warmth to be found, but the determined look on Henry’s face revealed a very different Henry from the one who only a few hours before could scarcely be pried from his philosophies and the comforts of home.
Coming into town, Henry hitched his mount to a post behind a winery not far from the museum. As he rounded the corner, Henry came up abruptly.  From the museum windows poured streams of light and the sounds of excited conversation. In front of the building, a line of perhaps two dozen had formed. At the doors stood a guard, and each person showed something to him before he allowed them to enter.
As Henry approached, he reached into his pocket and pulled out the card with a look of relief. I wondered at this strange scene as Henry took a place in line, card in hand.
* * *
Before we could enter the museum, we found ourselves again transported as the plot changed to another location. A rundown church now stood before us. By the look of it, it had been in a state of disuse for some considerable time. Its steeple was bent, and if bells had ever graced its belfry, they were no longer to be found. Yet the building was now occupied, and a glow of warmth emanated from it. As at the museum, a line of souls stood without.
As we watched, we saw a figure making his way through a back alley, pausing occasionally to search through cans of refuse. Occasionally looking up towards the steeple beneath which we were standing, he walked on through the cold, coming slowly closer. He stopped short as he rounded the corner and viewed the front of the church. Evidently he did not expect what he saw.
We joined him as he took his place in line. In the light coming from the church windows, I finally recognized him as the beggar we had seen earlier. As we waited, I observed the others in the queue. They seemed a ragtag lot, some better off than the beggar, others looking as though they would not have survived the night. A group of day laborers stood together, easily identified by their matching navy coats, which, though dusty, reached almost to the knee. At the head of the line stood a man whose back was turned. He would stop each man and glance at something before granting admittance. The card, no doubt, I thought.
It did not take long for the beggar to traverse the queue, and Rursonaut and I found ourselves inside the church with him in very little time indeed. Fire pits, set here and there, served nicely to subdue the night chill, and refreshments lay on the tables for the taking. For an hour or so, men of myriad walks of life enjoyed themselves in warmth and comfort.
At ten past ten, a figure stepped out before the crowd and bade everyone take his seat. The beggar scanned the throng of people as if looking for someone. I wondered if it was Invidia he sought. Then, when everyone was seated, there began a presentation unlike any I had ever witnessed.
The host thanked his audience for coming and introduced the attendees to the benefactors who had provided for the evening’s accommodations. Then he announced, “Our meeting is now in session, this seventh day of January of the year of the common era, one thousand nine hundred seventeen.”
The beggar will have to wait for his family’s provisions, I thought, or at least until the experts’ presentations are over.
Glancing his way, I saw the beggar sitting, eagerly sipping a warm cup of drink and enjoying a level of comfort I surmised he had not experienced for some time. I surveyed the other guests. Many were starting to listen attentively to the presentation, nodding their heads in approval. About as many others, like the beggar, seemed to pay little heed to the talk and fidgeted impatiently in their seats.
As time drew on, I found the beggar was himself nodding his head approvingly from time to time. A young man now assumed the podium. His speech was smooth and impassioned, unlike the garrulous and somewhat pompous oratory of the earlier presenters. This young man’s presentation seemed to stir the emotions and to speak to the pains that all this poor lot felt.
“The history of man,” he said, “is a history of strifes between the haves and the have-nots, a history of constant usury of the poor by the rich and the tortuous struggle of the poor man to survive to enjoy any of the fruits of his labors. And is it any wonder? For every structure in society has been put there by the rich to keep the working man in his place. These must be cast asunder. Who, by himself, can hope for a better life when the rules of society work against him? And who should wonder, for the rules of society were placed there by those who rule, by the rich.”
“And how shall we change society? We shall revolt and replace this disparity the rich call society with a great society of equality among people. We shall not faint to use every method at our disposal. We shall consolidate the means of production in the hands of the state, tax the rich, abolish the right of inheritance, liberate women to work as men, and right the injustice of the family. Let no man possess anything; let all men possess all. The king is not the state; the people are the state, and the state is king.”
“Look now! We are ensnared in an endless war—a war that has taken countless lives and ruined the dreams of continents. To what end? And who is responsible for this? Who has ensnared us but the kings and those who seek to profit by war and the lending of capital? They need no reason for war; they seem simply to need war. We are the expendables, the sons of blood, whose lot it is to be the pawns of money.”
“The world has lost its regard for humanity and for the well-being of her sons and daughters. It has subjected daughters to sons and sons to capital. It has thrown the masses beneath the heel of the few opulent rich. The industrial elites, like their feudal predecessors, to drug the working class into submission, have promulgated a religion of glorified poverty to the masses.”
Raising his voice to a frenzied pitch, the young man exclaimed, “Therefore, join us! Join our Union. Alone we are weak, but together we can and we will change the world. We will distribute the lucre of the rich to the poor on whose backs the rich have trodden. All will share alike the works of all labors. Man is for man; alone he is as nothing, but as the whole man, he shall endure. We, the working men of the world, are coming, and none shall oppress us any longer!”
There was an outburst of applause, and shouts of approval echoed from wall to wall. The room was the very scene of enthusiasm. I could hardly tell from the sudden bustle of activity whether the crowd was sane or whether a melee was about to break out. Above the clamor were shouts of “He speaks the truth!” and “Spoil the thieving rich!” In this room, the poor, it seemed, were a force to be reckoned.
At this point, our journey transitioned back to the museum where we had left Henry. Unlike at the church, all of the attendees at the museum seemed quite engrossed, and it was clear to me that they were members of a like-minded milieu. The speakers proposed that the world was degenerating and running short of resources at an alarming rate. All the more, they insisted that the quality of humanity itself was in crisis. Here, the cause of the poor was not faring quite so well.
“What is more ludicrous,” the keynote speaker began his speech, “than encouraging inferior human qualities by promoting the propagation of undesirable people? I will tell you. It is the ceaseless retrograde motion of religions, which, humiliating mankind, pander to and idealize poverty; suppress the beauty of human nature; antagonize, malign, and disparage human progress; and which then threaten all those who dissent with eternal punishment. Is this not the height of oppression, not just of individuals but of all humanity?”
“With centuries of religious counter-productivity, is it any wonder that ours is a chronically ill society, carrying with it untold millions of useless eaters and undesirables of questionable genetic merit?”
“Let us strive for the light of reason, for the triumph of human art and achievement, indeed, for the triumph of humanity itself, which shall coincide with the advent of the true son of man: the man who is more like a god than a man; the man of whom all men are composed and who is composed of all men; the man who, though his members come and go according to nature, is himself immortal. We shall be the fathers of such a perfect man, a man who will free humanity from slavery to the past, who will transcend the confines of moral cynicism and cleanse us from mediocrity.”
“We call our organization The College, for we strive to enlighten men of virtue, to set them apart from the infirm and mediocre. We encourage the excellent, and we suppress the feeble, which are a cancer on the body politic and humanity at large. Yet we are not without compassion.”
All of these events I observed with Rursonaut beside me. Then a grey, misty fog began to obscure the scene, and slowly the interior of the cottage came back into focus. The fog lifted, and I found myself seated in my chair, as I had been when the strange journey began.
“Look at the clock,” Rursonaut said.
Astounded, I saw that only a few seconds had elapsed. It was still 3:54 in the afternoon. I surmised that the passage of the few seconds might account for the spans of time in which the fog marked our departure and arrival.
“Do not stand up,” Rursonaut cautioned, “there may still be emotional effects, as I mentioned before.”
As I sat, I remembered the coldness of the setting, the pity I had felt for the beggar, and my consternation at Henry’s philosophical excuses, which I could not unravel. I felt a curiosity at the appearance of Invidia. What did she and her cadre have to do with these events?
“What do you think of that episode?” Rursonaut asked.
“Well,” I mused, “I can tell it occurred sometime near the end of the Great War, from the way people were dressed and from the fact that the date was mentioned.”
“That’s right.”
“Honestly, I can’t make sense of all the biological arguments and comparisons, nor of the notions spoken of in the two lectures.”
“Think of them as two schools of thought, both of which are incorrect. They both attempt to deify man, but in practice, they kill all men who stand in their way. Of these were conceived the great genocides we learned about in school.”
“I am very glad those days are behind us,” I said.
“Alas, these ideas are anything but gone and buried. To the contrary, they are very much alive, and everywhere they breed holocausts and destruction. Once they have power, they demand humanistic utopia at any price. Wherever envy sprouts, ruination grows.”
“What was all that talk about great men and deliverance from mediocrity?”
“They are looking for the coming of a deliverer, one they think will, on the one hand, resolve social injustices, and on the other, elevate human nature,” Rursonaut explained, “only, they are not in agreement as to what is just, and they are deceived into striving for a divine nature according to their envies. Actually, they do not really believe in the Deity at all.”
“In other words, they want to be gods?”
“Essentially. They would put it differently, I’m sure—more like they want to create a collective genius that is worshiped. But they will get far more than they bargained for.”
Solar Leverage
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Chapter 6
Beneath the warm and brilliant globe,
Its master and its slave,
Confidently there we strove,
Humanity to save.
 
During the fifth week, we took two journeys back-to-back such as the one I just related. While both involved the phenomenon of time travel, neither seemed as long as the first journey. But how could one compare their durations when, by all appearances, they occurred in the span of an instant? Nevertheless, these two excursions were more cryptic, more incomprehensible in their subject matter, though Rursonaut assured me their lessons were inseparable from each other and from that of the first journey.
Whereas, in the initial journey, the fog lifted to show the scene of a town square and opera house, the stage of the second journey was a field outside an obscure town named—I was told—for an Arab’s daughter. It was a rainy October day when we arrived, and we stood on a nondescript, muddy field. In the distance, sheep congregated together facing us, still as statues, as if sharing their mutual discomfort compensated for the drenching.
I realized in a few moments that the sheep were all staring in the same direction. At first, I thought perhaps they were staring at us, but in fact, they were looking beyond. When Rursonaut and I turned around, I saw the reason why. Despite the unbearable deluge, a sizable throng of people was gathering in this field.
Most, it seemed, had arrived on foot, while a few drove wagons and fewer still rode early automobiles. These latter were reasonably well to do, while the majority of the crowd wore the clothing of field laborers. Some were obviously suffering from physical ailments and debilitations. In a way, they seemed an average sampling of humanity from many walks of life.
In a short time, hundreds of souls turned into thousands. All had come for the same purpose. Most stood in a cautious expectation, gabbing with their neighbors. Others were scoffers, making fun of the people’s expectation. I wondered why these scoffers had come themselves if they truly thought it “the pastime of the feeble minded” (as I overheard one of them say).
Nothing else was happening, and I looked at Rursonaut with an expression of befuddlement. Had there been some mistake? Were we not where we were supposed to be?
Rursonaut raised a hand, signaling me to be more patient. As half-an-hour became forty-five minutes, I became irritable and was just about to announce my boredom to Rursonaut when someone clamored, “Here they come!”
I looked in the direction the people had turned, but from my vantage point, I could not see the new arrivals. I reasoned they must have been shorter than the throng, for no heads rose above the others. Strangely, the people knelt down and began praying. The rain had stopped just a little while before, but the ground and the people’s clothing were soaked. Now the people’s garments were muddy as well. The scoffers relished this spectacle as they exchanged guffaws.
Presently, a girl’s voice rang out, “Look at the sun!”
I had not noticed before that the clouds were thinning. Now, the sun had broken through. To my amazement, I realized I could gaze upon that blazing globe without hurting my eyes. Vibrant colors began playing off objects in the environment, as gasps and shouts of surprise met the multi-colored scene. Meanwhile, the sun itself changed colors and moved about as if dislodged from its place in the sky.
Suddenly, the entire multitude shrieked in terror. The sun, which had been moving to and fro, now appeared to be plunging towards earth. It grew larger and larger, and with it came an intense heat. Some despaired that it was the end of the world. Others cried out for mercy.
Just when it seemed all was lost, the sun retreated and resumed its normal place in the sky. The people looked at each other, sobbing with relief. Suddenly we realized that the ground and the people’s clothes, which, moments before had been drenched from the rain, were now completely dry.
With this revelation, the mist of our time transport returned, and I was back with Rursonaut in the cottage. I opened my mouth to voice my astonishment at what we’d seen, but the third journey began as soon as the second ended. Before I could utter a sound, the mist enveloped us again. As it dispersed once more, we stood on a boat off the coast of a large island. I heard the roar of an engine overhead.
High above, an airplane passed over. It approached the island, then veered away. In a matter of seconds, there was a flash of light and an explosion of incredible magnitude. An enormous fireball engulfed part of the island. Rursonaut and I were knocked off our feet as the shockwave from the explosion reached us. We both fell off the boat into the sea. Rising to the surface, we climbed back into the boat. It looked as if a thunderstorm hung over the island, yet there was no rain. 
A voice came over the boat radio, “It is a harnessing of the basic power of the universe. The force from which the sun draws its power has been loosed against those who brought war…”ii
Before the voice could finish, we were once again in Rursonaut’s sitting room. Rursonaut was the first to speak.
“Take your time and breathe deeply,” Rursonaut counseled. “We have observed wonders of great proportions. It is best to wait a few minutes in case there are any delayed emotions.”
I was glad for this advice, for in a few moments, I shuddered at the recollection of being knocked off my feet, of the destruction, which had taken place, and hearing in my mind’s ear the terror in the field. Indeed, I needed a few minutes to recover.
“What was the theme of these two experiences?” Rursonaut asked me, presently.
“The common theme,” I mused, “would appear to be the sun. In the first case, the sun hurtles towards the ground, and the people think they will be destroyed—only they aren’t. In the second case, the sun is actually used somehow to destroy.”
“True,” Rursonaut declared. “Is there any other connection, perhaps with the events surrounding Henry and the beggar?”
“I don’t know,” I replied, slowly. “It must have something to do with man’s desire to be his own deity, if I understood the first journey correctly; but I don’t see the connection.”
“Know this and understand,” Rursonaut said gravely. “The dancing sun was not man’s doing, but the destructive action was. The two events are in the correct order chronologically. Both are in the past, yet both are relevant to the present.”
“The first warns of the second?” I asked.
“I believe so,” Rursonaut replied. “Why use the sun to get people’s attention? Any other means could have been used. Signs are not chosen haphazardly; there must have been a reason the sun was used.”
“What is the connection with Henry and the beggar?” I inquired.
“That’s what I asked you.”
“You want me to figure it out for myself. Alright…” I thought a moment, then began, “There are two different schools of thought.,” I began. “ One seeks to refine man into some kind of deity. The second seeks to rid mankind of want, inequality, and moral obligation. If man develops a technology using the sun’s power—whereas the sun has historically been deified and worshiped, at least in ancient cultures—that would seem to be a symbolic deification of mankind, putting man above the sun, as it were. But then, something goes wrong and the sun’s power destroys mankind.”
“Not bad,” Rursonaut said, with a nod of approval. “And so it is with certain other technologies. We employ them in a manner that works towards our own destruction because we use them outside the moral sphere. Having made ourselves out to be gods, deciding for ourselves what are our moral imperatives, we abuse technology according to our envies and lusts.”
“Now,” Rursonaut continued, “the remaining question is, what is behind the movement to create a divine man? That is, what is driving the technology and its abuse?”
“Is that something I should know,” I asked, “or is it a rhetorical question?”
“Perhaps,” was Rursonaut’s ambiguous reply.
Rursonaut left me to ponder what impetus there could be for what might be called man’s self-ascension. This concept seemed to me not merely a metamorphosis of a particular man but an evolution of human nature collectively. Yet, there was a recurring theme that pointed towards a particular man of expectation. Then, too, there was enterprise of extraordinary scope and innovation. In recent times, the world had seen an explosion of technological capability. Was mankind on the verge of a great transformation? And if so, which theory would prevail—that of the College or that of the Union?
In the sixth week, Rursonaut led me on a most terrifying journey. I think he was surprised himself at what we saw. It was difficult to tell if our destination was in a time past or future, yet Rursonaut insisted traveling into the future was not his nature. Furthermore, this experience seemed augmented, as if it were the confluence of two worlds living in the same space.
As before, this journey began in the center room of Rursonaut’s cottage. The now familiar mist obscured the walls, which melted away and left me standing beside Rursonaut in the midst of a great city. I soon realized there were thousands upon thousands, if not millions of people roaming this vast metropolis.
I noticed four kinds of people:
The first looked as if they should have been dead. Like zombies, their ghastly appearance was indescribable, though they were unmistakably people.
The second were virtually transparent. They existed in this place, yet few others seemed aware of them. Many people even walked right through them. Members of this second group appeared to be following behind specific individuals, particularly of the first group.
The third kind of humanity looked normal. There were relatively few people of this third type.
Finally, there were men and women of horrible countenance with irons, maces, and clubs. These herded the first group like cattle, egging them on while smiling disturbingly at members of the second group or taunting the third group with sardonic jeers.
The spectacle was horrific.
Suddenly, as in a flash of lightning, the scene was changed. The first group of people took on normal appearance. The second group disappeared altogether. The third group remained the same, and members of the fourth group largely disappeared as well, those few that remained taking on a normal, if not attractive, appearance.
Due to the sudden contrast, it took me a few moments to realize that the present scene before me looked very much like everyday city life. People’s dress and behavior was typical. They peered into store windows or loitered on sidewalks, occasionally engaging one another in conversation, though usually passing by and keeping to themselves. These were men and women of many walks of life having no feature unfamiliar to the real world.
As suddenly as before, the people transformed back into their original appearances and attitudes, and I jumped back in shock and fright. Turning to Rursonaut, I saw in his eye a look of pity that I did not expect or share.
“Come this way,” Rursonaut said, gesturing towards a bus stop.
Together, we filed through the wretched throng and boarded a waiting bus. No one spoke to us, for no one was aware of us. The bus was able to transport us as if we were actual denizens of that city, not ghostly visitors from the future. After a few minutes observation, I realized that those of the second and fourth groups were aware of members of all four groups while the first and third groups seemed only aware of each other.
As we rode through a neighborhood, the sight became more curious. In the sky, a vast expanse of green smoke parted into streams of noxious gas. The streams passed from this sickly cloud into homes through chimneys and windows. Before some homes, clusters of near-transparent people congregated before them, hoping, it seemed, to go inside. Other people of the first kind came and went, but mostly stayed. Now and again, one of these would look around, as if some invisible person was watching. Yet, the people who would stop and look around were few. Most came and went as if the transparent folk did not exist. Few were the homes before which there were no transparent people, and fewer still were the homes into which the noxious mist did not penetrate.
The bus continued on its course. The landscape became more industrial, and the bus stopped more frequently. Ahead, there was a red glow in the sky as of illuminated blood, which could not be mistaken for a sunset. Closer and closer we came to the source of the glow. The bus stopped, and we alighted. Before us was a beastly place. Many foul creatures of the fourth kind flocked all about it, reveling and carrying on as at a carnival.
Into this dreadful place, two people entered, but only one came out again as before. The other was now transparent, like those of the second group of people. This transparent, mournful soul followed the first wherever the first went, having as brokenhearted a look as ever I have seen.
“What has happened to you?” I called out. There was no reply, for I could not interact with these shades of the past.
This place was the scene of utter despair amid a baleful gala, a monument to sin, and the hideous creatures, which congregated here, were jolly as drunkards. Yet they were not drunk; they possessed their faculties in full. This place was to them a throne of carnage, which they desired and in which they took great pleasure. They were cunning and malevolent, not ignorant and reckless. The place reeked.
A minute or so later, the mist returned, and the walls of Rursonaut’s cottage rematerialized. I felt exhausted, lonely, and empty; and I was forced to remain in my chair at length, so strong were the emotional effects.
I tried to piece the elements of our journeys together: the Union and the College, the solar phenomenon, the incident at the island, and now this terrifying vision of a city.
iiHarry S. Truman, speech of August 6, 1945
Source: https://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/study_collections/bomb/large/documents/index.php?documentid=59

The Departure
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Chapter 7
When soul and earth become detached,
And peace reigns in the heart,
Then every ill offense dispatched
Against him falls apart.
 
In the eighth week of my companionship with Rursonaut, at noon on a Wednesday to be exact, we received an unexpected visitor. He was a man of high rank and authority, a man whose name was known to Rursonaut. At the request of Rursonaut, that there be neither cause for scandal nor any blackening of our stately visitor’s good name, I leave this man anonymous. I will simply refer to him as “the official.” Perhaps the official merely did what he thought was best, but that visit was for Rursonaut the beginning of many sufferings.
It was a short visit, really. The official stayed twenty or thirty minutes at most. Likewise, his message was brief and curt. After exchanging the usual pleasantries and begrudgingly accepting a cup of tea, he ordered Rursonaut to leave the cottage in no uncertain terms. Rursonaut was recalled to Sangreal to answer unspecified charges and had twenty-four hours to depart. I recollect precisely the words that were exchanged, but I am forbidden from writing them, lest by them, anyone should be able to guess the official’s identity. The official’s pronouncement was caustic, if not sanctimonious, but he had the authority to do what he did.
The official left without ceremony. We followed him as far as the gate, where he mounted a steed and took off at a trot without a glance behind him. He did not head in the direction of Sangreal. Were others to suffer Rursonaut’s fate?
As I noted earlier, it was about ten minutes from the gate to the cottage if one walks at a steady pace; yet that day, it took longer, for Rursonaut stopped frequently along the path, as if to absorb every detail he might have missed of the environment he had grown to know and love. This was the extent of his sentimentality. Once back at the cottage, he began preparing without complaint for the journey to Sangreal.
By three o’clock, Rursonaut had assembled his pack. “I am at something of a loss about what to do with you,” Rursonaut said. “You are under my charge, yet I may not have any charge for you to be under.”
“You do not want me to come with you?” I inquired, saddened by the thought that I might be left behind.
“The knight declared you were to stay here three months my companion before going on to Sangreal. If I must go, I presume he would have you go with me, but it has only been two months, and I do not think it prudent to change the durations that knights have specified. I see no alternative, however. Obedience demands my presence in Sangreal.”
I made a small pack of my own for the journey consisting of clothing from the guest wardrobe and a few provisions of food and drink, adding to these the blanket I had brought. I remembered the garden in back of the cottage and harvested a few potatoes and assorted vegetables I thought might make for a modest repast.
Rursonaut, observing all of this, declared, “Though some other calamity befall me, as long as I am with you, I will never starve.”
After darkness had fallen, there was a knock at the door. I glanced trepidatiously at Rursonaut, wondering if some agent had been sent to ensure our departure. Perhaps this thought also occurred to Rursonaut, for he motioned me to retreat to the back door.
The knock came a second time, and Rursonaut opened the door, then gave a sigh of relief. It was the knight, the very knight who had brought me to the cottage two months earlier.
“Forgive us,” Rursonaut said as the knight entered. “We did not expect you. In fact, I am recalled to Sangreal, and we are to depart tomorrow.”
The knight gave Rursonaut a slight bow, which triggered a sense of déjà vu in my mind. I had seen the knight bow to Rursonaut before, but I had not thought much of it.
“Yes, I know,” the knight replied. “The enemy is pressing his advantage, and men are succumbing at an alarming rate. I have returned early, for the days are shortening.”
Rursonaut’s eyebrows shot up, and he echoed slowly, “The days are shortening.”
The knight’s expression was solemn, and I could tell there was significance to his words, which I did not comprehend. Then the knight, smiling approvingly, said, “I cannot tell you, Rursonaut, how pleased I am at Michael’s progress. He has an interior fire he did not have when he arrived.”
Rursonaut beamed. A lightness and a warmth returned to the room, and Rursonaut bade the knight sit so Rursonaut could tell him all about my improvement. Incredibly, the knight was able to supply some of the details already, but he was so genuinely pleased that he listened intently as if hearing it for the first time.
“Michael’s story has been such a joy for me that I think I will miss nothing more than the kitchen sink,” Rursonaut earnestly concluded, alluding to his upcoming departure. I knew that when Rursonaut mentioned the kitchen sink, he meant it in the context of “dirty dishes.”
Again, the knight looked grave and bowed his head slightly. Until this point, I had been silent. Now I perceived that something was amiss. “What is wrong?” I asked.
“They won’t prevent me from carrying on my work, will they?” Rursonaut interjected.
There was an unsettling silence.
“A lamentation,” the knight replied, and said in a low cadence:
Who can fathom the desolation of Sangreal and the treachery thereof?
For they are beguiled by promise of fame, 
To declare not what men would not hear. 
With polluted lips they hail him whom they have betrayed.
 What works are these, O Sangreal, flowing from impure hearts? 
What disregard for the souls of men?
 Who can fathom thy treachery, O Sangreal? 
Shall thy husband be murdered at thy hand? 
Who can fathom thy desolation, O Sangreal?
 Shall there be left a stone unturned in thee?
Let them that remain unblemished persevere through the trials to come.
“Sangreal is not the place for Michael, then,” Rursonaut said.
“It is true he is not a Guardian as you are,” the knight replied, “and he will not become a Guardian, for he is not called to be a Guardian; but he will go, for he is called for another purpose.”
“Do you know this purpose?” I asked.
“I know it is not to be a Guardian,” the knight replied, “but do not become anxious; it will manifest itself in time. This much I know: you are to go to Sangreal, and we depart tomorrow.”
“Then you are coming with us?” Rursonaut brightened.
The knight nodded. “Rursonaut, you have not made the journey to Sangreal in many months, and much has changed even in that short time. The road has become treacherous, and you will not find many friends either along the way or in the city.”
While Rursonaut sat thoughtfully considering the knight’s words, it occurred to me that Rursonaut never addressed the knight by name, and I did not know what to call him.
“Sir,” I said to the knight, “what do you call yourself, and by what name may I call you?”
“What do you say?” the knight replied with a gentle smile, “What would you call me?”
“I would call you according to your nature, as Rursonaut taught me,” I replied, “but I do not know your nature, only that you are a knight, and I presume there are other knights.”
“You have answered well,” said the knight. “It is not your place to name what is not under your authority; but you are my assignment and responsibility, and we are both servants of the same master. Therefore I will tell you that I am called Doriel, for I have a voice for singing and lamentation.”
Rursonaut smiled kindly at me, then said, “I fear that stress is weighing on me, and my mind tries to make me anxious for what must happen. I ought to retire for the night.”
We bid Rursonaut good night. After a few moments, Doriel said, “Take care of him, Michael, as you would your father. He suffers more than he lets on, and greater tribulations lie ahead.”
“There are so many things I want to ask you, Doriel,” I replied, “but just now, I can’t seem to find the words. It is a day of consternation for Rursonaut, and I am cold with feelings of doubt and gloom.”
“Take your rest then. We will have more opportunities for conversation. Be of good cheer. I will guard the rear door. Another guards the front.”
There is another? I wondered.
Sleep did not come readily. There were too many distractions. I pondered our imminent departure and what lay beyond on the road to Sangreal. Above all, I wondered what my part could possibly be in this story, a story seemingly coming to the conclusion of one chapter and the beginning of another. At least I had received one concrete task from Doriel, which was to look after Rursonaut. I will endeavor to be a companion to Rursonaut, who was mine for all these weeks, I thought.
Still, I could not sleep. I tossed, looking for a cool spot on my pillow. I got up and walked to the window. Hardly a leaf stirred in the stillness of the night. A pale, blue halo portending of rain ringed the full moon, which in turn illuminated the landscape so brightly that I could make out the green hue of the grass. Anything lurking out there had confined itself to the shadow of the trees beyond, as if the moon itself deterred any evil from approaching.
Finally, I decided to find a seat in the main room, if only to make myself tired. Already, I had forgotten Doriel was at the back door, and when I saw him, I was momentarily startled.
“I can’t sleep,” I explained.
“That’s not too surprising,” Doriel replied. “Still, you should sleep as soon as you can. Our path will not be easy.”
“What is it like in Sangreal?” I asked.
“It is not like it used to be,” Doriel answered. “You might say it has been invaded. Then again, you might say it has always been invaded to one degree or another; but now the invasion is decidedly worse.”
“How do you mean?” I said.
“I said once that there are worse things than night-dragons,” Doriel continued. “Indeed, there are greater evils, and greater spirits to inspire men to greater evils. Sadly, their influence has taken hold on a sizable number in Sangreal.”
“What was Sangreal like before?” I inquired.
“In most ages, Sangreal stood like a stalwart beacon, a fortification well defended spreading her light among the nations. There were always some who failed in their duties in Sangreal, but now—well—many are working feverishly to spoil her, undermine her, and leave her in ruins. They even appear to be succeeding. Many call Sangreal their home, yet they are unwilling to defend her from her enemies or, worse, have become traitors themselves and actively seek her destruction, even as they hail her as their own. Her Guardians have risen up in opposition to one another, provoking confusion, consternation, and scandal. Her radiance is diminished.”
“What you just said triggered something in my mind,” I replied. “When you arrived today, you mentioned to Rursonaut that the days are shortening. I could tell he did not expect to hear this, but what does it mean?”
“It is something of a mystery, Michael.” Doriel replied. “The world will tell you that times change, but it won’t tell you that time changes, except in perception. It seems, however, that something about the fabric of time itself has become perturbed.”
“Does that mean a day is no longer 24 hours?” I inquired.
“No. Think of it rather like a spool of thread. Every wind passes round the spindle by the same angular measure, yet not every wind is the same length. Perhaps it is even so with time.” Doriel suggested.
“What does this mean for us?” I asked, yawning.
“It means we should be of good cheer, have confidence, and get plenty of rest.”
I smiled at Doriel’s hint that I should retire for the night. Taking a drink of water, I returned to my quarters, laid myself down, and gradually dozed into slumber.
Day came sooner than I wanted. It would be better if the days lengthened, I thought, rising. Rursonaut had just finished preparing breakfast when I walked into the main room.
“You have such perfect timing in matters of food,” Rursonaut laughed.
I smiled drowsily.
“If only I could say the same for your sense of when to go to sleep,” he added chuckling.
Lacking a witty reply, I tried to mitigate my somnolence by downing a mug of coffee. It seemed to help. As the coffee took effect, it dawned on me that Doriel was not there. I looked nervously from one corner of the room to another.
“Where is Doriel?” I cried.
“Calm down. Doriel will be here when we need him. I suspect he is just watching the path between here and the gate, or perhaps he is scouting the road we will take. Don’t be anxious, if for no other reason than its ill effect on your digestion.”
Breakfast was pleasant —only a light meal of fruit and hot oatmeal on account of our impending journey—and I was soon in better spirits. I thought it clumsy of me to have shown my trepidation in front of Rursonaut the way I had. Doriel wanted me to look after Rursonaut. I hoped my jumpiness had not disturbed him—though if it had, Rursonaut did not show it.
Rursonaut quickly washed the dishes and placed them in the cupboards. No sooner had he finished than Doriel burst through the front door.
“We must leave immediately.”
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Never mind. Just get your packs—quickly.”
Thus began the journey to Sangreal. Unceremoniously, I followed Doriel outside, Rursonaut brining up the rear, having closed the door of the cottage behind him. Nimbly, Rursonaut caught up and walked beside me as Doriel led us down the path.
Storm clouds rose majestically in the west while a warm, southerly wind blew through the boughs of the trees, tossing Doriel’s brown, shoulder-length locks regally behind him like the train of a veil. We would not have long before the storm broke; we would need to find shelter somewhere along the way.
Doriel set the pace faster than I expected, confirming time was of the essence. None of us spoke, for the clip was too brisk for conversation, and we achieved the gate a full three minutes sooner than we would have at our usual amble, despite carrying packs.
Breathing heavily, I leaned over the gate and peered up and down the road. No one else was in sight, but as I looked east, an uneasy foreboding crept over me. This was our path, but it seemed uninviting. Somehow the other way felt friendlier, even with the approaching storms. From my gaze jumping to and fro, Rursonaut must have thought that I had lost my bearings. 
“The main road continues east about half a day’s hike before veering north again,” he explained, as he pointed in the direction we were to take.
Before I could clarify, Doriel took to the path, saying, “That will have to suffice to catch our breath. We truly cannot afford any delay.”
We kept up the pace another fifteen or twenty minutes amid rumbles of thunder before Doriel veered abruptly from the road. Bidding us follow him, he led the way through the trees and dense undergrowth perhaps ten yards. Doriel stooped to examine a fallen tree. In a moment he gingerly picked up a piece of the rotting bark. Turning it over, he pointed to faint characters scrawled into the back side, but I could not interpret them or their meaning.
“Anaster is scouting ahead of us,” Doriel addressed Rursonaut. “We heard that militants had crossed the river and were heading in the direction of the cottage. We agreed that Anaster would reconnoiter while I went back to fetch you. We had to get away before they arrived. Anaster reports that the closest town is aligned with the enemy. We should not stop there but instead meet him at Nodhill, which is about two days distant and on this side of the hills.” He scanned the sky. “Unfortunately, the storms will soon be upon us. We should try to pitch a tarp for shelter deeper in the woods.”
We followed Doriel cautiously further into the forest. The pace was slow due to the thickness of the trees and undergrowth, yet we made progress even as the peels of thunder grew louder. There was a sudden downburst wind, and the tops of the trees swayed overhead. Doriel stopped.
“Though I’d prefer to continue deeper still, we cannot go any farther without getting drenched,” he said.
With experienced skill, he directed us in the fashioning of a shelter from the tarp, a fallen limb, and some rope we had brought from the cottage. Gusts of wind snatched the corners of the tarp from our hands, but eventually we managed to secure it. Though barely large enough for the three of us, the shelter would keep us dry—and none too soon—for the first, large drops of rain had already begun to fall.
“Who is Anaster?” I asked as we took refuge under the tarp.
“He is a fellow knight.”
As the storm raged, we huddled together under the tarp. After ten or fifteen minutes, the heavy rains became moderate, though not light enough to allow us to leave our shelter. The delay gave Doriel time to explain more of the events that had prefaced our flight.
“In just the last few days,” Doriel began, “the enemy has gotten bolder. There are few places where he has met resistance. His attacks have become so overt, we wonder if he is preparing to reveal himself openly.”
“Why should anyone attack the cottage?” I inquired. “It seems so unimportant.”
“The cottage and the wooden gate are effective against him,” Doriel explained, “but with the orders recalling Rursonaut to Sangreal, there was little left to prevent the enemy from overrunning the place and you with it, should either of you have stayed.”
I wondered to myself why these orders would have had that effect but said only, “Tell me more about this enemy.”
“He was once a knight—the greatest of knights,” Doriel said. “I knew him long ago before he was seduced by envy and pride. But he has since rebelled and declared war on us and on any who dare oppose him. He took a great many knights with him—some of lesser import, others of terrible power. In their rebellion they were transformed, their wills stained forever by evil. Together, they had all but conquered the entire world. To use a colloquialism, things were going their way. They were, that is, until the captain of the knights, in a lowly disguise, defeated the enemy, greatly reducing his power. The knight’s captain built the foundations of Sangreal and established the guardianship, in which Rursonaut participates. For many years since, the enemy and his henchmen have traveled the world in little bands, causing dissensions and uprisings in an effort to bring down Sangreal. More recently, however, his influence has been significantly enhanced. Much of the world has already fallen anew after having been freed. Men are everywhere rejecting Sangreal, even in Sangreal.” He eyed me thoughtfully. “You have seen some of the enemy’s servants in your travels with Rursonaut, Michael. Some of them are named in the book Rursonaut gave you.”
I bowed my head. “I dare say I was until recently among those deceived by them.”
“No need for shame now,” Rursonaut replied, putting his hand on my shoulder.
“But understand this,” Doriel said, “The enemy will employ any means he can to possess you; but if he fails in this, he also employs men who will not hesitate to do you bodily harm. That, in part, is the reason for our hurried departure.”
“What is the other reason?” Rursonaut asked, to my surprise.
“The other reason, and the greater reason” Doriel replied, “is you, Rursonaut. The enemy especially desires your downfall. Already, he has obtained authority to remove you from your post, but that will not satisfy him. He will try to kill you.”
In the silence that followed, we realized that the rain had subsided enough that travel was again possible.
“We must make every effort to get to the safety of Nodhill,” Doriel said as he rose to his feet, “and we must avoid the next village. Unfortunately, that makes for something of a detour.”
After quickly packing up the tarp, we retraced our steps to the path and set out again. Our feet sloshed in the puddles left by the rain, but the air was pleasant, and we felt refreshed. Birds reappeared, signaling that the storm had passed. In a few minutes, the rain ceased altogether.
Our clip was not quite as quick as before. I soon realized the reason: we would be walking the rest of the day, and we had to pace ourselves. We would be lucky to reach Nodhill by nightfall the following day if we stayed the path through Egrath, the next town. For us, however, it was imperative to avoid Egrath.
The singing of the birds stopped suddenly. Wondering, I glanced at Rursonaut, then at Doriel. Doriel placed his ear to the ground. After a few moments, a look of dread came to his eyes. “Michael, into the forest! I’ll take the rear.”
Frantically, Rursonaut and I crashed into the underbrush trying to go as far away from the path as we could. Soon the sound of approaching hoofbeats could be heard even above the tumult of our retreat.
“Take cover!”
Those were the last words I heard before I tripped and fell sprawling into a gully. I must have caused Rursonaut to trip as well, as he landed beside me with a thud. Thankfully neither of us was hurt. Either there was enough vegetation or the rain may have softened the ground so that our fall had been cushioned. A moment later, Doriel appeared, slid into the gully, and drew the tarp over us.
We waited, trying not to breathe too loudly. Now and again we could hear the snort of a horse and the sound of men making their way through the undergrowth.
“Are you sure?” a malevolent voice asked as the men approached.
“I’m sure I heard something,” another replied. “You saw the footprints in the mud.”
“If you’re wrong, we’re wasting valuable time.”
“What would Eglon say if we don’t check out every lead?”
There was a pause. “I still say they’d stick to the path. Those might not even have been their footprints.”
Seconds felt like hours as the men poked under bushes, looked into trees, and spread out trying to pick up our trail. All we could do was wait in the gully, trying not to cough, sneeze, or even breathe too hard. The slightest twitch or the faintest sound could mean disaster. Finally, the man who seemed to be the leader grew impatient. “We’re getting side-tracked. Every man to his horse!”
As the men withdrew, I could feel my heart still pounding. The three of us sat still in the gully for some time, thinking it the safest spot to be, as it was unlikely the men would return to search further.
“How far do you think they will go before they turn back?” I asked Doriel at length.
“Impossible to say. They might even go all the way to Egrath. At least we can be certain now that they are ahead of us.”
Since we were already stopped, we ate from our provisions. “Who is this Eglon?” I asked.
Doriel was solemn. “He is a man said to be only half human, enslaved to a deadly servant of our enemy. We knew there was a raiding party crossing the river, but we did not know Eglon was the leader.”
I chewed slowly on a carrot, without much appetite.
Cautiously, we made our way back to the path. Every so often Doriel would stop again and listen with his ear to the ground for signs that the raiding party might be returning. After a few hours of this, we arrived at the point where the path turned north. Rursonaut called another stop.
“There is something wrong here,” Rursonaut declared. “What are these other paths leading south and east?”
“As I said,” Doriel replied, “much has changed in these past months. Men desire roads that keep them away from Sangreal, and they have cleared new territory and established towns and cities, even in places their forebears would never go.”
“Egrath is still the next town on the northern path?” Rursonaut asked.
“Yes,” Doriel replied, “but if Anaster says it is aligned with the enemy, the men there will try to prevent us from traveling beyond. We must leave the path before Egrath and search for a way around. Nevertheless, we are still many hours from the town.”
Doriel bent down to listen once more. After a few moments, he observed, “I do not hear anyone approaching. We should be able to continue north along the path.”
As we embarked once more, I realized that the ground rose along the northern path, for the going was harder. It was not steep, but I felt the burden of gravity in my calves. For food, we had the provisions we had taken from the cottage. The scenery was quite pleasant and the trees were thick, but we were in constant fear that the raiding party would return or that we might stumble into an ambush.
Presently, we reached the approach to Egrath. The path became steeper, and it took some effort to ascend the rise. The trees thinned before the grassy incline. After climbing the hill, we looked about to the north and west and east. Before us was a valley followed by another, taller hill. The lights of Egrath shone warm and inviting in the late afternoon sky, for it sat atop the taller hill.
“Look behind!” cried Doriel. Turning, we gazed back in the direction from which we had come. I could just make out a thin wisp of smoke, which rose far over the valley. It could have come from the cottage.
“Do you think the cottage burns?” I asked, concerned.
“No,” was Rursonaut’s prompt though unaffected reply, “but rather the gate burns.”
“The gate burns,” I pondered. “The gate with its inscription. How loathsome it had been to my enemies; how natural that they would desire to burn it.”
A sudden anger rose within me. “How can this be? I thought our enemies shunned the gate and feared to approach it, let alone destroy it.”
“Ah, it is true.” Rursonaut replied, again placing his hand on my shoulder. “Our foes do not have that power of their own accord unless someone with authority give it to them. Therein lies the true calamity.”
“But who would do such a thing?” I asked.
“Who, indeed.”
With that, Rursonaut turned towards Egrath, signaling he did not wish to discuss the matter further.
Doriel took me aside. “I believe I can explain what puzzles you,” he said in a low voice. “A higher authority essentially surrendered the cottage to the enemy. Without the backing of that authority, Rursonaut would not be able to challenge him. The enemy could claim a right to the cottage, you see—a right Rursonaut no longer possessed.”
I watched the wisp of smoke for a short time, considering what Rursonaut and Doriel had said. Then I turned to stand beside Rursonaut. Egrath loomed before us.
The Longcut
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Chapter 8
When going where one would not go,
It’s best to have a guide.
For one can never really know,
What one may find inside.
 
It has been said that shortcuts make for long journeys.iii In our case, we were not looking for a shortcut but rather a “longcut”, for we needed to skirt Egrath without being seen. I was therefore hopeful that the opposite might also be true: that “longcuts” make for short journeys.
The twinkling lights of Egrath shone before us on the next hill, which was separated from our current position by a valley. The distance between Egrath and us was deceptive, for the depth of the valley added to the length of the path. We held a quick conference to decide how to proceed.
“We can try to get around Egrath from the east side or the west,” Doriel began. “Though, I do not know which way is less risky.”
“Always, I have taken the path through Egrath,” Rursonaut said. “I never had occasion to explore the countryside here.”
Both looked at me. “How should I know?” I began, raising my eyebrows and looking from side to side. “I’ve never even been here before. Didn’t Anaster tell you which way to go?”
“No, he didn’t,” Doriel observed.
I looked out over the valley to the east and the west. There was no obvious divergence of the terrain. To either side of the path was dense forest without visible sign of landmark or cartographic feature.
“I suppose we don’t have a map,” I said.
Doriel and Rursonaut shook their heads.
“Well, if I were Anaster,” I mused aloud, “I’d probably suppose we’d stop here on this hill before setting our course. Perhaps he left further instructions on some bark somewhere?”
Looking around, I realized my folly—Anaster could not have left a bark clue here, for there were no trees to speak of on the crown of the hill.
“Perhaps he left some other clue nearby?”
“It’s possible,” Doriel replied. “It is probably wise to look around for one, but we shouldn’t spend much time on it.”
“What should we look for?” Rursonaut inquired.
“When there are no fallen trees, our backup plan is to scrawl on the underside of a rock. I don’t expect to find anything honestly, because we usually try to leave a sign along the path that there is a message to the right or the left, and I’ve not seen one.”
We spent perhaps five minutes scouring the hilltop in vain for any rocks that might have been used by Anaster. Finally, Doriel signaled that we should end our search.
“We just have to pick one way or the other,” he said. “There’s no use being melancholic about it.”
“Let’s flip a coin,” I suggested, pulling out a small denomination. “Heads, we go east; tails, west.”
The coin landed tails.
Thus, we began our detour around Egrath on the west side. As we descended the hill, the trees became thicker, and gradually the hill of Egrath became obscured by branches. The going was slow, for there was considerable underbrush. In places, choke vine blocked our way, and Doriel cut through it with his sword.
The silence of the forest was suddenly broken by the harsh caws of a crow, which startled us all. A chorus of other crows quickly answered the caws. The first crow took flight from a branch just over our heads. Looking up instinctively towards the sound of its wings, we saw it join the others, which passed overhead towards Egrath. A few moments later, we heard the distant sound of horses on the path. Were the raiders returning?
A red glow melding to light blue and purple darkness signaled that the sun was setting. We would have to stop and set up camp on the slope before night overtook us. Doriel gestured for a halt, and we pitched our tents, taking care to orient the openings down-slope to prevent water from entering them. The voracious appetites of mosquitoes, looking for warm-blooded targets, hampered our progress.
The air was again thick, as it had been before the storm that had overtaken us on our departure, and my skin felt sticky. Crickets, cicadas, and a variety of insects called and answered one another among the trees. Other less easily identified sounds echoed from the valley floor making the scene feel eerie—even sinister. I perceived any sound would travel far over the valley with little attenuation despite the trees.
We kept to our tents to avoid the mosquitoes, and we ate of the canned food we had taken with us to avoid making a fire. Only a bit of twilight seeped through the screened windows of the tents.
The following day, we broke camp and set on our way again, hiking for what seemed like miles. Hours passed. Finally, the escarpment became less severe, and soon we found ourselves walking on flat ground at last.
Here, the forest was thickest, and the going slower. We should have been able to make headway, but we met an unexpected obstacle: thorns. These thorns were not like the thorns, which earlier Doriel had sliced nimbly with his sword. No, these thorns were long, sharp, hard, needlelike, and supported on vines upwards of two inches in diameter. Every square inch of the vines was covered in thorns.
“There is something strange about these vines,” Doriel said cautiously. Drawing his sword, he hacked his way through a vine. A red sap began to ooze from the wounded plant with a stench that turned our stomachs. In a matter of seconds, the vine had not only repaired itself but had produced a branch at the site.
We retreated a bit back up the slope to escape the stench, which still lingered. From the looks on my companions’ faces, I guessed we were all thinking the same thing—we could not travel through this barrier, and certainly not in time to meet Anaster.
Rursonaut was the first to speak. “What are our alternatives?” he asked.
“We have to retrace our steps,” Doriel replied. “From there we can either try the other way around Egrath…”
“Or we can go through Egrath,” Rursonaut completed the thought.
“These vines probably infest the other side of the path as well,” I observed.
“We have no way of knowing how deep into the forest floor these thorns go,” Doriel reasoned. “Even if we can hack our way through, it could take days.”
“And if we can’t hack through,” Rursonaut replied, “we could easily become imprisoned in a tomb of thorns.”
“Even if that is so, I can escape the thorns,” Doriel declared. “We should try to continue onward. These cursed thorns may be far less malignant than what we shall find in Egrath.”
We returned to the thorns, and Doriel drew his sword. Taking a deep breath, he attacked the vine with tenacious fury, advancing a few feet into the thicket. Rursonaut and I began to cough uncontrollably from the fumes of the wounded vine, which immediately began to rejuvenate. Presently, the vine surrounded Doriel, sword still flying, though he managed by virtue of his weapon to avoid being touched by the vine. Slowly he worked his way back to where we had been standing.
Rursonaut and I had been forced to retreat once more up the slope because of the stench. Doriel found us lying down, gasping for breath.
“Even if I could keep it up for hours on end,” Doriel sighed, “the very odor of its ooze would prevent you from following. And you would have to stand so close to me as to risk being hit by my sword.”
“Then,” I gasped, coughing, “we have to go through Egrath?”
“I see no alternative. From what I can tell, these thorns may cover the entire valley floor,” Doriel replied. As he surveyed our surroundings, his brow creased. “Curiously, the thorns don’t appear to block our way along the valley floor back towards the path. We should be able to reach the path without having to retrace our steps up the slope. It is as if the thorns direct us this way.”
After a few minutes’ rest, Rursonaut and I had recovered from our coughing fit. The air was now less putrid. Standing, we brushed ourselves off and stretched, ready for the next phase of our hike.
For the remainder of the day, we made our way east along the valley floor, stopping occasionally to rest. From time to time, we encountered a patch of thorn that had reached the valley wall, forcing us to walk uphill to circumvent it before regaining the valley floor below.
As dusk approached we came to a steep incline. The path to Egrath was above. Doriel signaled a halt.
“We do not know if our pursuers are still in front of us or if it was they we heard on the path,” Doriel observed.
“Then let us wait for cover of darkness and stay as close to the woods as possible,” I suggested.
“I agree, though perhaps we should not all walk together,” Rursonaut replied. “They may be looking for three traveling companions. With the amount of traffic usually going in and out of Egrath, lone travelers may be overlooked.”
This suggestion made me uneasy. Perhaps it would be easier to pick us off one at a time, I thought.
“Alright, then,” Doriel said, “I will go first. Rursonaut will leave five minutes later, and Michael three minutes after that. After passing through the gate, we’ll meet at the Thirsty Elk Pub.”
“Where is that?” I asked.
“Take the first right after passing through the gate. You will see the sign for the Thirsty Elk on the left.”
Our plan made, we crawled up cautiously to the path, which was higher than the ground on either side of it. We could see lights from the city of Egrath glowing against the clouds in the sky of the late evening. Turning away from Egrath towards the hill from which we had departed the day before, we saw it too was lit.
“There are men watching the path at the hill,” Doriel whispered. “Stay out of sight and walk calmly and quietly towards Egrath at the appointed times.”
“Right.”
Darkness fell. With catlike motion, Doriel rose and began walking down the path. When he was out of sight, I tapped Rursonaut’s shoulder.
“I’m afraid,” I whispered.
“Be confident, Michael,” Rursonaut replied. “Besides, you are in less danger than I am, if that is any consolation.”
The seconds passed slowly in the dark. Finally Rursonaut lifted himself onto the path and ambled towards Egrath in his slightly bent manner. When he was lost from view, I felt a chill. I have to keep my wits, I thought.
It occurred to me that I should carry myself as I had before I had met Rursonaut. If I acted like just another traveler of fortune, I ought to blend in just fine. In fact, it would probably better if I walked down the center of the path, as if I were looking forward to a few days of amusement in Egrath.
Three minutes were up. I took a deep breath, put on the air of a carefree soul, and strolled down the path. After another five minutes elapsed, I saw someone coming towards me. As we were about to pass one another, he called out, “Where are you bound, friend?”
“To Egrath, of course,” I replied, trying just a little to make it sound like I was annoyed at a question with so obvious an answer.
“Well be on the lookout,” the man replied. “They say there are troublemakers on their way here, and we are to report any suspicious travelers.”
“Road’s been quiet for me,” I answered, “but I’ll keep an eye peeled.” Just as I was about to pass him, I stopped. “Say, how do I know you’re not one of them troublemakers?”
We stared at each other momentarily in the dim moonlight, and the man let out a long, deep laugh, in which I joined him.
“Naw, you’re alright,” the man laughed. “Now get into Egrath and have some fun.”
With that, he slapped my back and walked on.
Shortly thereafter, I got the uncanny feeling that I was being observed, though I saw no one. After half an hour, I spied another figure ahead walking north towards Egrath. He was slightly stooped and limping. Rursonaut! I thought, Why is he limping?
My first impulse was to run to his side, but I realized that could put us both in danger. I kept my pace and tried to remain calm. Gradually, I overtook him. As I came beside him, I cleared my throat slightly to let him know I saw him, but he just nodded and indicated I should keep going as he hobbled along. It was not difficult to put distance between Rursonaut and myself due to his worrisome condition. Although he was able to walk, it looked painful; and it pained me that I could not help him. For if I were to be seen as his companion, it would have drawn attention to us. I just hoped our brief exchange had not been witnessed. I walked on in the darkness.
If I was surprised and concerned to see Rursonaut limping, what I saw next astonished me. Doriel came walking hurriedly away from Egrath.
What now? I wondered.
As he drew near, a puzzled expression crossed his face. Looking all the more unsettled, he beckoned me off the path. Quietly, we climbed down from the path into the valley. We were only a few feet below the path, but we could go no farther down because of the thorny vines, which persisted even this far.
“Have you seen Rursonaut?” Doriel asked worriedly.
“Yes, but he’s limping. I overtook him and was forced to keep going. He’s all right, but his pace is slow.”
“We’ll wait here for him. If we don’t see him soon, we’ll go find him.”
“Why did you return?” I whispered with concern.
“There is an enemy that guards the gate—a dragon from Edif of notable strength. I am sure it is he who is responsible for this moat of thorns about the city. It will be difficult to pass through the gate he attends.”
A dragon? I wondered. However will we get past it?
The minutes went by painstakingly slowly. Every so often I would raise my head out of the ditch and peer away from Egrath, seeking to catch a glimpse of Rursonaut. Once, I had to duck quickly because I heard footsteps approaching. They stopped.
Doriel and I lay motionless in silence with bated breath. Momentarily, the footsteps retreated in the direction from whence they had come. I took a deep breath in relief before peering over the path once more for a sign of Rursonaut.
Just then, I saw him coming. He was limping badly, and the sight of it made me ache inside.
“Stay here.” Doriel commanded.
It seemed Doriel was by Rursonaut’s side in an instant. I couldn’t understand how he covered the distance so quickly. The next thing I knew, he was helping Rursonaut down the incline, and Rursonaut was sitting beside me.
Doriel quickly filled Rursonaut in concerning the dragon.
“We have to go through Egrath just the same,” Rursonaut gasped, trying to catch his breath. “There is no other way.”
“I will try to distract the dragon so that you and Michael can sneak by him unnoticed,” Doriel replied, “but I do not know how you will be able to enter the city without attracting the attention of men.”
“Aren’t they already distracted by the fact there is a dragon on their gate?” I asked.
“No, they have grown so accustomed to him, they do not even see him. In fact, he is like their mascot, a pretend figure in their minds.”
“How far is it to the gate?” I inquired.
“Not far. Only a few minutes more,” Doriel replied. “Still, it would be better if you could go separately and maintain an unfamiliarity with one another.”
“I think I can make it alone,” Rursonaut sighed. But I was worried, for Rursonaut looked pale.
“Wait,” I replied. “Doriel, you told me to take care of Rursonaut. I don’t think we should split up this time. If it is only a few minutes to the gate, I think we should take the chance that we won’t meet anyone along the way.”
Doriel was thoughtful. “Very well,” he said finally. “But don’t go through the gate together. And once inside Egrath, you don’t know each other. Understand?”
Rursonaut and I nodded, and Doriel went on ahead.
For all but the last hundred yards or so, I supported Rursonaut, who hobbled on his bad leg. Coming within sight of the gate, we slipped quietly off the path. As Rursonaut slowly inched forward through the ditch, I beheld an extraordinary scene.
Atop the gate, its grey scales glinting in the eerie moonlight, the dragon warily surveyed the path below, moving its head from side to side as it scanned the scene before it, ever watchful. Suddenly, it stopped and blinked its luminous eyes quickly several times, as steeled footfalls echoed in its ears and a figure appeared out of the gloomy night.
His shield on his back and his sword in its scabbard, Doriel stared directly into the face of the dragon while taking slow but purposeful strides down the very center of the path. What a prodigy of self-control! Surely Doriel must know that the dragon might spring at any moment. Could he possibly react in time to defend himself? The dragon rose, assuming its full stature—a true wyvern about the height of two men, having wings and legs but no arms.
Doriel’s steps ceased. Calmly, he removed the shield from his back and slipped his forearm through it. With each short breath, the dragon lurched its head slightly, blowing out small puffs of smoke from its wrinkled snout. Its upper lip drew back, revealing rows of sharp teeth. Little by little, Doriel rotated his shielded left arm away from his body, revealing the sword, still sheathed in its scabbard. Turning his eyes from the snorting dragon to the sheath, he grasped the hilt of the sword in his right hand, all his movements composed and protracted.
The dragon bared its teeth and flung its head from side to side. Suddenly it crouched low, glowering mordaciously. Doriel met its gaze and smiled fearlessly into the face of the ferocious, winged reptile.
Then it happened.
The sword sang like struck crystal as Doriel drew it in one, fluid motion but was quickly drowned out by the hideous breath of the dragon, which, with a ferocious charge, hurtled a volley of fire and ice from its throat. Doriel dropped crouching behind the shield, while the intense onslaught deflected all around him.
The dragon rained down another burning shower, as Doriel sprang clear, then retreated a few paces up the path, tempting the dragon to follow. I thought Doriel's plan was beginning to work, for the dragon sprang from the parapet and glided down to the path in pursuit. With the dragon’s attention diverted, Rursonaut covertly crept ever closer to Egrath. Yet strangely, the dragon came up short. Frantically, it peered from one side to the other, as if it could feel another presence.
In that brief instant when the dragon hesitated, Doriel pressed his advantage. A beam of light shot from his sword, striking the beast squarely in the face. The dragon shrieked in agony and flung itself about. But Doriel was too close. The dragon’s tail whipped around even as the dragon recoiled in pain. Steely like a mace, a barb in the tail found its mark. Doriel landed hard with a thud on the path, his smashed shield flying from his hand as his armored body skidded to a halt. The dragon, still shaking its agonized head, its forked tongue lolling, regained the parapet above the gate. Then it lifted its snout directly upward and sprayed a frozen mist, which fell gently back upon its face. Rejuvenated, it sought out its enemy once again.
Rursonaut was now hiding at the base of the city wall. If only the dragon would not detect him, Rursonaut could crawl out of the ditch and be through the gate in mere seconds. Doriel staggered to his feet, even as fire again exploded from the dragon’s mouth. I threw my hands over my face. How could Doriel escape? He would surely perish without his shield! By sheer willpower, Doriel whipped his sword in front of him, its sharp point directed towards the zenith of the sky and its razor-sharp blade turned into the face of the attack. Flame shot across the sword, which parted the fire like water across the bow of a ship.
Again light radiated from Doriel’s sword, but the dragon was ready and blocked the beam with its left wing. The scaly skin absorbed the intensity with a sickening hiss. But as the dragon shielded its face from Doriel’s attack, its eye rested squarely on a slightly bent figure slipping through the gate at its feet.
Doriel's attack was relentless as he tried frantically to keep the dragon occupied. Arrows of light flew from his sword like roman candles, but the dragon’s wing withstood the assault. Clouds circled in the night sky overhead. I bit my lip and clenched my fists as the dragon lifted its tail high into the air. In mere moments it would strike Rursonaut who had just crossed the threshold into the city. Then, before I realized what was happening, the circling clouds parted, and a figure like unto a bolt of lightning descended upon the dragon with the force of a meteor striking the earth. The dragon fell hurtling from its perch, missed Rursonaut, and landed on its back before the gate.
Roaring with hatred, the dragon lurched panic-stricken to its feet. Now it had to contend with both Doriel and Anaster. Keeping its face turned towards its foes, the dragon glowered first at one, then at the other. Smoke rose out of its nostrils. Just as I could have sworn it was going to strike, it turned tail and flew off in a huff and a screen of smoke. Apparently, it no longer liked the odds.
Hardly believing the terrifying scene I had just witnessed, I rose from my place and walked towards the gate, trying to be as nonchalant as possible. My casual air was unnecessary, for, as Doriel had predicted, the men of Egrath noticed neither the dragon nor the terrible altercation that had just taken place. For they had long been blinded by the dragon, which would soon return to take its watch over their city.
I passed into Egrath easily and saw the stooped figure of Rursonaut making for the sign of the Thirsty Elk. I paused and glanced around, as if undecided. After finding a place to wash up a bit after the journey, I ambled over to the Thirsty Elk and took a seat at the table next to Rursonaut’s. We were turned away from one another, and to any observer we would appear to be mutual strangers.
A short while later, Doriel and Anaster took seats at a third table. I ordered a drink and an appetizer. After a minute, a waiter delivered a hot drink to Rursonaut and brought me the drink I had ordered. Doriel walked over.
“May I have your coaster?” he inquired.
I looked at him askance, baffled by the request. Doriel reached as if to take it, but as he did, his hand bumped my glass, sloshing some of its contents onto my shirt.
“Oh, I’m terribly sorry,” he declared, picking up my napkin and wiping me off. He then returned to his seat with Anaster.
When I looked back at my glass, I noticed something was out of place. The coaster beneath it was not the same one I had before. Surreptitiously, I moved my glass off the coaster. Written on the underside was a message:
Find lodgings. 
Leave tomorrow.
North. 
Don’t wait for us.
I turned the coaster over and replaced my glass. After ordering a refill and some dinner, I leaned back to relax. Doriel and Anaster had departed. A few other patrons sat at other tables scattered around the room. Others occupied the bar.
The Thirsty Elk was distinctly European in its decor, opening onto the street; yet the elk was distinctly a North American animal. That contradiction did not seem to bother anyone. The food was adequately good, and the drink—for some at least—too good.
“Eh, could ye lend me yer coaster, Sonny?” someone asked.
Turning, I saw the speaker was Rursonaut.
“Sure. Here you go, Pops,” I said, tossing the coaster onto his table.
“Thank ye,” he replied, somewhat gruffly.
“Rursonaut must have heard what Doriel said, so he knew to ask for the coaster,” I surmised.
The food arrived presently, and I attacked it with the vigor of one looking forward to a hot meal. As I was about half done with my food, Rursonaut rose to leave. Hobbling pitifully, he dropped the coaster back on my table without a word or a look and made for the street. After waiting a few minutes, I picked up the coaster and flipped it over. Beneath the words, which Doriel had written, Rursonaut had appended:
Brighton Inn
Putting the message face down, I set my glass on the coaster. I took my time at the restaurant, staying at least another half hour. Finally, I threw the coaster away and started walking in the direction Rursonaut had gone. Before long, I was standing before the reception desk at Brighton Inn. A few people ambled about the foyer.
The proprietor of Brighton was a thin man, clean-shaven, with a shock of light grey hair. Before I could ask for a room, he thrust a key into my hand and said aloud, “Here’s your key, sir. I hope you liked the restaurant I recommended.”
“Oh, yes, I had a very pleasant dinner,” I replied with mental reservation—it was true that I’d had a pleasant dinner—guessing this unusual exchange might have been planned by Rursonaut.
Walking toward the hallway, I observed the number 137 on the key fob and made a left turn. The corridor was dimly lit, and I found the room at the end of the hall. I quietly slipped the key into the lock and turned it counterclockwise, trying to make as little noise as possible. The latch clicked, and I swung the door open.
A light was on inside the room, and I saw Rursonaut reading by a lamp as he sat in an easy chair. Silently, I closed the door and locked it. The room contained two beds separated by a partition, making it nearly a double room.  I was frankly glad that we had found a comfortable accommodation and that we did not have to split up in this unknown and dangerous town. Finding a desk chair, I sat beside the old man.
“Are you all right?” I asked him. “Tell me what happened.”
Rursonaut raised his finger over his lips. “A man pushed me off the path into the ditch,” Rursonaut explained in a low voice. “He told me I was a troublemaker and wasn’t welcome in Egrath. I sprained my ankle as I fell and rolled into the thorns.”
Looking down at his swollen ankle, my thoughts voiced what I could not say out loud, “How could we travel in the morning? This ankle is going to get worse before it gets better.”
“The manager of this inn is a friend,” Rursonaut continued in a hushed tone. “I arranged things with him so you would be sent to this room.”
Nodding, I stood, picked up our empty ice bucket, walked to the door, and listened. Hearing no sounds in the hall, I slipped my hand in my pocket to verify the key was present. As quietly as I could, I opened the door, stepped into the hallway, and closed the door behind me. At the opposite end of the hall, I found the door to the ice cellar. The sound that echoed as I chipped off bits and slivers into the bucket felt excessive, and I glanced over my shoulder more than once, certain I’d been heard.
Returning to the room, I placed some of the ice in a towel, which I then applied to Rursonaut’s ankle. The ice would help, if only a little.
What we need is a cart, I thought, turning my mind back to the next leg of the journey. I climbed into my bed wondering what we could possibly do under the present conditions.
I awoke the following morning to see Rursonaut still lying in bed. He was awake and, it was obvious, in a great deal of pain. After replenishing the ice that wrapped his swollen ankle, I was convinced Rursonaut was entirely unfit for a journey of a few feet let alone one of many miles. I felt a bit embarrassed, but at length, I voiced my concern.
“I don’t see how we can travel with your bad ankle,” I observed. “Either we must remain here until you can walk, or we have to find transportation. Perhaps we should we stay here until you are better.”
Rursonaut sat in thought for a moment. “No,” he replied slowly, “we cannot stay here long. The knights said, ‘Leave tomorrow’ and tomorrow is now today.”
I looked at Rursonaut’s face. He was pale and there were bags under his eyes. It was evident he had not slept much if at all. I pulled some fruit from our provisions, prepared them, and placed them in a bowl. Taking a spoon from my pack, I set it in the bowl, which I handed to Rursonaut. After eating the fruit, some of the color returned to his face.
Then I observed Rursonaut had an itch, too. I had not noticed it before, but now I saw that he frequently scratched his arms and hands and shifted uncomfortably in his bed. He showed me the back of his hands.
“I think it’s from the thorns,” Rursonaut said. “Feels like poison ivy.”
It was clear to me that he should remain in bed so for several days, staying off his feet entirely and nursing his itch.
We need to leave today, I thought, yet Rursonaut cannot walk, I have no way to transport him, and we have nothing of significant value we could use to barter for a vehicle of any sort. Leaving seems impossible and staying inadvisable. Even if I find a job, I could not earn enough in one day to purchase what we need.
“Does your friend at this inn have a cart we can borrow?” I asked.
Rursonaut shook his head.
I sat in silence for a few seconds as I tried to come up with something. Snapping my fingers, I asked excitedly, “Which way to the city dump?”
Rursonaut raised an eyebrow. “Why?”
“Because I might be able to find parts I can use to devise a contraption you can ride on from the things people have thrown away.”
“Bring me some paper,” Rursonaut replied with unexpected energy, “I’ll draw you a map.”
I was surprised by what I found at the dump. There were many articles, which were so badly broken as to be of no use, it is true; yet, there were so many other things there that seemed perfectly fine. There were many examples of small, working gadgets whose only flaw was that they had been replaced by something newer. My surprise almost led to distraction, as I rummaged about.
Remembering my mission, I began to look for larger items. There were a few wheels here and there, but they were too broken to be of use. Ambling over to another pile, a long shaft caught my attention. Pulling it out of the heap, I was elated to find it was an axle, and there was a good wheel attached to the other end.
But how will I find a matching wheel? I wondered, And how could I fasten it?
I spent some minutes looking for a way to make the axle work. Presently, I was ready to give up. I sat down among the piles of outcast things and put my head on my knees.
Rursonaut is suffering, I lamented, we have a long journey we cannot make, we are pursued by enemies, and all the while there are charges hanging over Rursonaut’s head that he must answer at the end of our journey.
The dream, which had come to me beneath the tree on the day I had met Doriel, passed again through my mind. There is something I must do. There is some part for me to play. I should pray that my part is small…small parts.
Small parts! I elated. Surely, this was not the meaning of Rursonaut’s words, but perhaps I was trying to put together something too large. If I looked for smaller parts, I might have better luck.
After another hour of rummaging, I had salvaged an old cot, four decently sized casters at least six inches in diameter, rope, and two, identical, discarded bars. Splitting the rope into four parts, I lashed the bars to the cot legs, which I kept folded. Happily, the nuts were still threaded on the casters, and the casters fit reasonably into the holes in the bars. This situation allowed me to bolt the casters to the bars with minimal play, a rusty crescent wrench tightening them down. Finding another length of discarded rope, I tied it to one end of the cot so that I could pull it as I walked ahead.
What I had now was better suited to the task. The cot could fold in half, and although the casters and bars made it heavier than I would have liked, it was still portable. I lamented it had no suspension and would produce a bumpy ride, but I was out of time.
As much as it pained me, I realized pulling an old man on a “cot-on-wheels” through the city of Egrath would be far too conspicuous. Rursonaut would have to lean on my shoulder until we were out the north gate. Even this would attract attention. I felt sick at how difficult and painful the walk to the gate would be for Rursonaut.
I decided I should try to hide the cot outside the north gate now, if possible, before returning to the inn. Looking at Rursonaut’s map, I was relieved to find that the north gate was only a mile or so from the dump. Grabbing the cot in one hand, I made for our exit from Egrath.
As I walked along the road, I noticed the people were murmuring to one another. They seemed distracted and confused, as if some unusual goings on were changing the course of their day. Several times, I saw people quickly dart behind doors as they saw me approach. Others glared at me with a wary eye.
The signs over some of the doors indicated these were places of vice and ill repute, for Egrath was a city of pleasure seeking and revelry. Were it not for the odd attitude of confusion that had arisen, its streets would have been humming with activity and raucous song. Yet things were strangely quiet now.
Someone tapped me on the shoulder. Startled, I turned and cried out. I was now face to face with a guard, a city policeman. Another stepped out behind me.
“You’re coming with us,” the first policeman commanded.
I started to protest, but the other policeman silenced me. Roughly, they marched me all the way back to the inn. As we walked, people began filing in behind us, eager to see what was going to happen. It became louder and louder the closer we got to our destination. A veritable mob of people had congregated before the inn, joined now by the throng that had processed behind my escort. This sea of onlookers obscured my view, but I heard jeers, laughter, and threats.
Other police were there to meet us, and they cleared a path through the crowd so that we could pass. As I neared the steps to the hotel entrance, I finally caught sight of Rursonaut. He was standing on one foot, supporting himself on the shoulder of the innkeeper. The policemen would not let him sit down. Rursonaut showed no emotion as I was made to stand beside him. For my protection, he was—even now—trying to act as if he did not know me.
A city official exited the inn. He wore a strange suit with a green hue and pink pinstripes.
“Good people of Egrath!” the official bellowed, raising his hands for silence, “before you stands a trusted member of our community, a man who has benefited socially and monetarily during his long residence here, a man who owes his livelihood to the opportunities afforded him by our people and our policies, a man—ladies and gentlemen—who has abused our trust in him by smuggling troublemakers into our fair city.”
There were boos and jeers from the crowd, and I wondered if it could suddenly become unruly.
Calling again for quiet, the official continued, “And what manner of troublemakers are these? One is a simple moron who goes about snooping into our garbage, but this other—oh—he is nothing less than a Guardian, one of those hypocrites from Sangreal, who dares stomp on our liberties and, despising our laws, tells us we are not free to do as we choose.”
“Throw him out!” the crowd replied. “Get rid of him! He can’t tell us how to live!”
“A fitting and benevolent sentence,” the official agreed, flattering the crowd.
“And this man,” the official addressed the innkeeper, “this greedy merchant who has abused our trust, is hereby banished, and his inn is forfeit. Let him support the Guardian as a crutch, for he has preferred intolerance to our liberality.”
This suggestion met with applause and whistles, from the approving crowd.
“Finally, we have this man,” the official chuckled, “the junk dealer!”
There were howls of laughter. In fact, I nearly laughed myself.
Individuals in the mob responded with shouts of “He’s crazy!”, “What a nut!”, and “Out of his head!”
“Who knows what his business is with the Sangrealite,” the official jeered, “but he got more than he bargained for here!”
The assembly practically roared with laughter.
Together with the throng, the policemen came forward to escort us definitively from Egrath. The innkeeper was in tears as he took one last look at his inn, but he held firmly to Rursonaut, supporting him as he hobbled down the stairs.
After only a dozen steps, it was clear Rursonaut could not walk fast enough for the crowd, and two policemen hoisted him in a fireman’s carry. I wondered how we would ever get to Nodhill now. We’d never be able to sneak through Egrath, being marked men. The thorns that surrounded the path were impassible, and the dragon might return before we could figure out another plan.
As we were led along, I observed parts of the city I had not seen before. I wondered at the route we were taking since the inn was not that far from the southern gate. We seemed to be going the wrong way. When it occurred to me, I could have leapt for joy! We were being expelled from Egrath—on the northern side. How could the townsfolk have made such a mistake? Perhaps with Sangreal to the north, everyone just assumed we had come from there and were making our way south. Perhaps it was on account of the tide of confusion I had observed leaving the dump.
Be that as it may, who would have thought that by being captured, our difficulty in reaching the north gate would be relieved and our progress expedited? I had hoped that our “longcut” would make for a shorter journey. In this respect, ironically, it had.
iiiJ.R.R. Tolkien, although it may more properly be rendered “shortcuts make for long delays.”
Source: https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/The_Fellowship_of_the_Ring
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Chapter 9
Tossed about on a sea of waves,
Like a raft, broken and torn,
A man whom no one dares to save,
A body bent and worn.
 
Outside the northern gate, the policemen pushed us to the ground. The crowd, which congregated now on the inside of the gate, hummed with taunts and jeers. People looked down from the city wall. Some just laughed at us and pointed. Others decided to start throwing things.
At first, their artillery consisted of rotten tomatoes, banana peels, and the sorts of things an audience might lob at a particularly bad act in a variety show. The policemen had to scurry back into the city to avoid being hit by this barrage themselves. Rursonaut, the innkeeper, and I picked ourselves up beneath this unpleasant rain.
It was at that moment that someone decided to lob a large, bulky object from the wall. It landed close beside me with a clang and a thud that startled the daylights out of me. The effect was apparently what the bombardier had hoped for, as he roared with laughter, “Good luck with all that junk!”
As ill intended as the act was, I could not believe our good fortune when I saw what had landed so dangerously close beside me. It was my contraption, the “cot-on-wheels,” a bit bent and dented, but usable. Once we were out of sight of the city, we could lay Rursonaut on it so he would not have to walk.
I picked it up and yelled back, “Thanks!” in a voice that was perhaps just a bit too cheerful. The crowd quieted down, murmuring, then broke into guffaws, as if it occurred to them all at once that my kind regard was simply the response of a lunatic still trying to acquire trinkets.
Supporting Rursonaut between us, the innkeeper and I mostly carried him away from the city. Progress was painfully slow. We could hear the roar of activity in Egrath resuming as the usual revelry got back underway. Still, we were watched from the city wall for a long time. It seemed to take hours before I felt we were far enough away to make use of the cot. Had the Egrathians perceived the purpose of the cot, they could easily have caught up with us and taken it away.
Finally, satisfied we could no longer be observed, I unfolded the cot. We helped Rursonaut onto it, trying to make him as comfortable as we could. I could practically see relief pour over Rursonaut’s face as he lay there, finally off of his bad foot.  Sitting on the ground beside the cot, we took stock of the situation.
We no longer had our provisions from the cottage. Our packs were either still in the hotel room or confiscated. Rursonaut’s ankle did not appear to be improving since he had been forced to use it. Now back on the path, we were safely out of Egrath, and Nodhill could conceivably be gained by nightfall. Barring something unexpected, we were going to be hungry until then. We also had a new companion. These were the simple facts as I could see them.
The innkeeper did not share my positive outlook, if my outlook could be called positive. For our sakes, he had just lost his livelihood, his home, his reputation in Egrath, and his friends (if they could rightly be called so). It took some doing for Rursonaut to calm him down.
“Do not think of what you have lost but what you have gained,” Rursonaut said. “You no longer have any obligations to that evil city.”
“Of course you would say that,” the innkeeper retorted. “What have you to lose, Rursonaut, you who choose to live apart from the world anyway? I have lost everything against my will and on your account.”
Making no reply, Rursonaut’s eyes fell to the ground, and he left the innkeeper to his own thoughts.
Standing, I seized the rope that I had attached to the front bar of the cot. Rursonaut lay on his back, suspended perhaps ten or twelve inches from the ground. In an instant, his eyes met my own. The same thought passed between us. The next leg of our journey was not going to be pleasant for mule or rider.
The innkeeper got behind the cot and started it moving. With the inertia overcome, I took up the slack on the rope and plodded forward. The ride was as bumpy as the road. Rursonaut clutched to the sides of the cot with both hands. The wheels were not even pneumatic, and without any suspension at all, Rursonaut absorbed every bit of the jostling.
After only ten minutes, we halted. I had to catch my breath, and Rursonaut’s neck was sore from trying to keep it raised off the cot. We decided to flip Rursonaut over onto his stomach so he could lift his head easier or rest it on his hands. Inwardly I was also concerned, for we had no water. Up to this point, I had been pulling the rope, half-turned, in an awkward sort of way. Now it occurred to me to tie a bowline in it, with a loop around my hips.
For a while no one spoke. My burden was significant and took away any thought of conversation. The innkeeper still looked angry, and naturally so. Rursonaut was jostled about such that he would not have been able to speak even if he wanted to. Under these conditions, it was difficult to determine how far we had come or how long we had walked. Surely we could not have covered much ground, even though it seemed we had been on the path for a long time.
Presently, the innkeeper called a halt. I was surprised, for we had taken a number of breaks already, dictated by necessity.
“Let me pull for a while,” the innkeeper offered.
Pained as I was at his loss, I started to protest but caught myself. How could I turn down such an offer? I needed help, and in reality, I would not have been able to go on much longer anyway. It really would have been quite rude of me not to accept his assistance. Further, although he had lost so much on our account, Rursonaut was his friend, and he genuinely wanted to help.
Our roles reversed, the innkeeper took up the slack on the rope, and I gave a push to get the cot rolling again. After only a few seconds, I felt like talking, for I was not sullen, and I was no longer straining under the physical exertion.
“My name is Michael,” I began. “What’s yours?”
The innkeeper gave me a look not unlike ones I had received in Egrath. There was no need for him to utter any sound, for his eyes and mouth (which was quite agape) spoke volumes. “You’re nuts!” they told me. Pulling the load and breathing heavily, the innkeeper was neither in the mood to chat nor could he say anything. How silly it was of me, who had only minutes before been in the same situation!
“Oh…right…sorry,” I concluded, in my usual eloquence.
During this time while the innkeeper was hauling my burden, I had the opportunity to size him up. He was tall, lanky, and thin, with a protrusion of grey hair as I had noted the moment I first laid eyes on him at his establishment. Now he was sweaty and sporting a five-o’clock-shadow or a “fos” as a childhood friend once coined it. It was true all three of us had “fosses” on our faces, for there were no razors. But I digress.
The innkeeper was a middle-aged man, perhaps in his late forties. He was spry and surprisingly strong. His eyes were an unusual light brown color or perhaps hazel. There wasn’t much more I could glean from his outward appearance.
After a while, we stopped again and took shelter in the shade of a tree not far from the path. Lack of hydration was starting to become a problem. Our pace had gradually slowed, and I even felt a bit light-headed. As we reclined at the foot of the tree, the innkeeper found words.
“John Brighton is my name,” he began with a bit of gusto. “I’ve lived in Egrath pretty much all my life except for a short time when I was a bit of a backwards youth. My parents sent me to live with Rursonaut for a while, and that got my head put back on straight. I took over the family business, and watched the city all around me go from bad to worse. And now everything I’ve worked for is gone, and I find myself back in Rursonaut’s company—not that he hadn’t visited over the years, mind you.”
I introduced myself again and told a bit about my journey with Rursonaut toward Sangreal. I recalled our hurried departure and the thorny conditions on the south side of Egrath. John looked surprised.
“Then we got to the gate,” I continued, excitedly, “but we couldn’t get in because of a dragon, and then Doriel faced off with him and Anaster came out of nowhere and…”
My words trailed off as I realized John didn’t have the faintest idea what I was talking about or who Doriel and Anaster were. I was looking again into the face of profound disbelief.
Rursonaut came to my defense. “Believe it or not, John, it’s true. Some very strange and important things are taking place right now, and all of us are involved.”
As if in reply to Rursonaut’s declaration, three figures approached us from the path. Coming upon us unawares, I was not sure whether they had journeyed north from Egrath or south from Nodhill. The three of us were visibly startled at first, then Rursonaut and I let out sighs of relief. “Doriel!” I exclaimed.
Doriel and Anaster had found us.
With great excitement, I began my interrogation. “Where have you been? Did you come from Egrath or Nodhill? Did you see what happened to us? What do you think of Rursonaut’s cot? His ankle’s pretty bad, isn’t it? Do you know John?”
“One question at a time,” Doriel replied, chuckling, “but first, we brought you some water.”
With that, Doriel and Anaster produced pouches of water. I don’t have to tell you how refreshing it was to pass that cool liquid over my lips. It tasted so good; it was like discovering water all over again. Unfortunately, it also made me realize just how exhausted and hot I really was.
John, Rursonaut, and I spent the next few minutes just drinking water and relaxing. Eventually, John’s curiosity overcame his thirst, and he got everyone’s attention. “Perhaps someone can fill me in on what this is all about,” he suggested.
It was Rursonaut who answered. “I’m sorry, John, that I wasn’t able to tell you much when I asked for rooms. Michael, as I’m sure you’ve guessed, is the traveling companion I mentioned at that time. As for me, I am on my way to Sangreal. In fact, I may be facing a reprimand, though I am not sure for what cause.”
“You—a reprimand?”
“Well, I’ll find out when I get there,” Rursonaut replied. “In any case, that’s only part of it.”
Rursonaut paused meditatively. He seemed to be struggling for words, which was not typcial for him. Finally, he said, “Do you remember The Tales of the Ancient Order of Knights?”
“How could I forget?” John replied quickly, “It was practically my favorite book in your collection.”
“Well,” Rursonaut said slowly, “these gentlemen are knights.”
John raised his eyebrows as he turned to stare at Doriel, Anaster, and their companion. Suddenly, John stood up and spoke excitedly, “Were you at the Battle of the Seven Fields? I read that there were nearly one million knights there, and even after days and days of fighting, the outcome was still in doubt.”
“Calm yourself,” Rursonaut said with a patient smile.
“Where were you standing when Eglon the Fiend was finally thrown off the cliff, and all his host just up and scattered?”
“John, calm down,” Rursonaut again exhorted.
“It’s all right,” the third knight said. “Yes, I was there, though Doriel and Anaster were not. I was on the other side of the battlefield altogether from where Eglon fell, but it was not my task to wield a sword that day.”
“Whoa!” John whispered loudly, obviously impressed.
“John, you seem to miss the point I’m trying to make,” Rursonaut said with a tinge of annoyance. “This isn’t the time to exchange stories of heroism. If these knights are here now standing before us, it is because there is something of grave importance afoot here and now.”
“I’m going to be in a book about knights!” John exalted. “All those years in Egrath just minding my little inn and finally, some excitement!”
“That’s not what I mean either.”
“All right. I’m on board with this. What do you need me to do?”
Rursonaut just shook his head, but I felt more at ease with our newfound companion. His sudden enthusiasm was contagious and made me smile.
Doriel changed the subject. “Rursonaut, are you able to travel?”
“Yes, well, of necessity,” Rursonaut replied, looking at his swollen ankle. “Michael’s cot has gotten me this far, but I don’t think this mode of travel really has legs, if you get my drift. I don’t know how many more hours of this I can take.”
“Well, you’ve actually covered quite a distance already. We were concerned when we did not catch up with you sooner, for Nodhill is only another two hours at most,” Doriel replied.
Meanwhile, Anaster was examining the cot. “I think we can improve on this design,” he observed.
Producing additional rope, Anaster first disassembled the cot, then flipped it over. He reattached two of the wheels to the front, then folded the cot into a sitting position. With the new rope, he secured the cot so that it would remain in position without collapsing in on itself. Finally, he reattached the back wheels to what was now the underside of the cot. In this configuration, Rursonaut could sit up while we pulled him.
Presently I asked the question that had been on my mind for some time. “Doriel, why did you have us leave Egrath without you? Things looked pretty bad there for a while.”
Doriel smiled kindly but also looked hurt by the question. “We did not abandon you. Rather we had to be sure the dragon did not return to direct the people’s actions. How do you suppose they were so confused as to eject you from the north side of the city?”
“They were confused because the dragon was no longer there? But I thought you said they did not know about him?”
“I said that they had become accustomed to him. Nevertheless, the two statements are not contradictory. The people of that evil city are open to evil influences—influences they don’t have to understand or even know the origin of. The dragon could direct their actions, and they wouldn’t know he was doing it. Until the dragon departed, the people would not have felt anything out of the ordinary.”
I was still puzzled, but I did feel better knowing that Doriel and Anaster had a good reason for sending us on alone, and I was grateful that they had considered the possibility of the dragon’s quick return; whereas, I had not realized that it was a material danger.
“So that would mean you came here from Egrath?” I asked.
“Yes, we followed you once we had procured new provisions and had added Gaudius to our number. Look. We have brought more than just water.”
With that, Doriel reached under his cloak and pulled out three sandwiches, which looked as good as prime rib. After the blessing, which Rursonaut led, we began devouring the sandwiches with enthusiasm.
“It is a strange coincidence that you should have mentioned Eglon, John,” Rursonaut declared between bites. “We heard his name again just a few days ago.”
“Oh?”
“Yes, spoken by horsemen he sent to chase us down. We only narrowly escaped.”
“No kidding?"
The sandwiches were gone before I knew it. It could have been due to hunger—for I was hungry—but it seemed as if those sandwiches contained within them some extraordinary quality that made me feel much stronger. Almost immediately, I felt ready to close the gap between us and Nodhill. I may have imagined it, but Rursonaut’s ankle did not look as purple as it had before. As I looked back from whence we came, I remembered the grate battle at the gate of Egrath.
“Doriel, when you fought the dragon, why did you approach without your shield ready and your sword drawn?”
“If you must know,” Doriel replied, “I was buying time so that Rursonaut could get into position”—Doriel looked sheepish—“and I was trying to appear a more formidable enemy that I actually was. As it is, I rather underestimated that dragon. Fortunately, I did a pretty good job intimidating it, but I’ll thing twice before taunting another unfamiliar drake outright.” 
We helped Rursonaut onto the cot, and he looked much happier to be sitting upright. I again took the rope, but there were more hands, and the burden was much lighter. Six traveling companions were a more formidable deterrent than two with a cripple, and I was not afraid of the road ahead. Being only two hours from Nodhill (a city that was everything Egrath was not), the chance of encountering new adversaries also seemed less likely.
Doriel sang a song to lift our spirits. I have recorded the first seven verses below:
Arising with the sun we came,
Above the city hallowed.
And watched the tenders of holy flame, 
Assist all those who sorrowed.
Before us stood a gentle ewe,
By little ways advancing. 
Bestowed with gifts of virtue true, 
Beatitude, and blessing.
Could any grant us greater joy, 
Can any make us sad? 
Considering the meekness coy, 
Contained within this lamb.
Dreadful things then did approach, 
Dutifully we fought. 
Determined, strong we gave reproach, 
Disturbed lest she be caught.
Engaged in battle hard and fast,
 Emboldened we pursued. 
Exacting punishment aghast, 
Eternally imbued.
Forget not those who with you walk, 
From dangerous foes defending. 
Faithfully they guide the flock,
 Forever recommending.
Godspeed to you then little man, 
Go forth in meekness plain. 
Get wisdom, prudence while you can, 
Gain ground as you abstain.
This was a canticle of the knights as sung by Doriel on the road to Nodhill.
Presently, we saw the northern river to our left, the same river that Doriel and I had crossed on the way to Rursonaut’s cottage. Slowly it had wound its way north and east, and it looked as if it might converge with the path up ahead. We were now within mere minutes of Nodhill.
Rounding a bend, Rursonaut called out that we should stop. “There is a new path here, diverting away from Nodhill,” he observed, pointing to our right. “I have never seen it before, but what is its purpose?”
But none of us knew, and the question remained unanswered.
As the sun was beginning to set, we finally gained the gate of Nodhill. What could express our joy at that sight, knowing that we could rest among friends at last? Yet as we approached, we found the gate was closed and locked.
“Hello! Hello, there!” Rursonaut shouted so that he would be heard.
A lone guard appeared behind the gate. “You’ll be needing the password,” he replied.
“Password?” Rusrsonaut exclamed, confounded. “See here, young man, in all the many times over many years that I have passed through this very gate on my way to Sangreal, there has never been a password. Or is the city now so afraid that id does not trust its own Gardians?”
“Well, at least tell me who you are that I may let you pass,” the guard replied calmly.
“I am Rursonaut, a Lesser Guardian of Sangreal, and these are my companions, for whom I can vouch most emphatically.”
“Very well. I will check with my commander, but please understand, it is not always clear which Guardians we can trust these days.”
The comment gave us all pause, but especially Rursonaut. He just sat there for a moment, as if he did not want to allow a conclusion to enter his mind. Sighing, he replied, “I am sorry. I do not want to believe that any of the Guardians would be the cause of your mistrust, but if you have this trepidation, there must be a good reason.”
The guard nodded and left to inform his superior. When the guard returned, his commander had joined him, and they immediately raised the gate.
“Rursonaut!” the commander exclaimed. “How good it is to see you again! But what is this thing you ride on?”
“My dear friend!” Rursonaut replied as we all entered the city. “What has happened that there is so much suspicion here, even to the extent of having passwords at your gate?”
“These days, we are assailed both from the north and the south: from the south by the lewdness of Egrath, from the north by insincere friends and even some Guardians who speak strange and novel ideas and try to divert us from what we know is right.”
“This is most troubling to hear.”
“You know of the arguments in Sangreal, don’t you?” the commander asked.
“I have heard of them. But I have tried to assume the best,” Rursonaut replied.
“From our own experience, my friend—well—things do not look good.”
“Tell me,” Rursonaut said, abruptly changing the subject, “what is this new path that branches from the old road?” He pointed in the direction from which we had come and made a sweeping motion to the east.
“If we do not let our enemies through the city,” the commander replied, “they just make a new way to get around us.”
As we walked beyond the gate, people began to approach. They asked us how far we had journeyed, where we were bound, and what news we had brought. Rursonaut did most of the talking, but was very guarded in what details he divulged. He explained the cot and our being thrown out of Egrath. The mere fact that we had been thrown out of Egrath seemed to make the townsfolk feel more at ease towards us.
We were cordially taken in and given lodgings, which were quite accommodating, warm, and cheerful. The commander shared the password with us (but, for obvious reasons, I cannot write it here).
Congregating at a local restaurant, we ate heartily. Rursonaut sat in a chair but kept his bad ankle elevated. I remarked how the bruising looked even more improved over only the few hours prior. We were all in a good mood and seemed to recognize all at once that this was the first meal the six of us had eaten together. It certainly was the most relaxed and merry I had been since before our departure from Rursonaut’s cottage.
The events of the night were not remarkable except for a second dream I had. This dream was much shorter than the one I have already related. I could not say where it took place, but it seemed a rural location. In this dream was a truly loathsome creature, a man whose countenance hurt the eyes. His skin was like the crust of a pie or like the ground in a drought: thick and cracked. His neck was extraordinarily wide at its base. His head was bald, his limbs were strong and contoured, and his chest was bare.
The apparent strength of this man was deceiving, for he struggled to walk, and he moaned and winced as he ambled along. It was as if he did not want to go where he was going yet could not resist the urge or change his direction. Though thoroghly repugnant, if I were to describe the man in a single word, he would be “earthy.”
In spite of his slow, plodding stride, the man arrived at his destination before I knew it: a tiny cottage with an outside wall lamp to the left of the door. At his knock, a woman answered the door, and it was clear this was a house of ill repute. In spite of his utter repugnance, the man was welcomed, and he went inside both reluctantly and willingly. Thus the dream ended abruptly.
Rursonaut was ill the following day. His malady was apparently related to having fallen among the thorns. The six of us lingered in Nodhill to let Rursonaut rest and recover, staying until Rursonaut assured us he could walk. John volunteered to tend to Rursonaut during his ailment, giving me the opportunity to explore the city with Doriel.
Nodhill is a sleepy little town whose denizens delight in the stability of their way of life. Some might accuse the Nods, as they like to be called, of an isolationist mentality because of their guarded manner. To the contrary, such a characterization is mistaken. They care deeply for the outside world, even as they shun its fads and conduct. In this respect, they are much like Rursonaut.
Though smaller than Egrath, Nodhill is similarly encompassed by an outer wall. The shape of the city is roughly circular, its depth about the same as its width. Homes dot most of the city landscape, but there are beautiful common areas for recreation and camaraderie and other areas where the people cultivate the land for food.
The city is centered about its highest point, a hill on which sits a monument to Sangreal. A few smaller government buildings lie beneath the monument on one of the slopes. Crime and civil disputes are rare, and the people are blessed with an existence that is largely peaceful and tranquil.
Nodhill employs a constant guard of men who keep a wary vigilance from the four corners of the city, peering over the gates from the high places of the wall. Though it has not always been so, the people are constantly on their guard, as if they expect misfortune or persecution to come walking up the path any day. They are even wary of the Guardians, as was apparent upon our arrival. I am told a number of encounters with Guardians have precipitated this attitude, and important couriers from Sangreal have even denounced the Nods as rigid and lacking in compassion.
The Nods have a queen over them to whom they are most devoted and who looks to their needs even though she does not officially live in Nodhill. In honor of this queen, the residents have an ancient custom to greet one another with a nod and the colloquial phrase “by fire.” This greeting signifies that all who dwell there will come to their neighbor’s aid, and that it is through trial and adversity that friendship is proven and strengthened. The city being situated about a hill, the place came to be known as the Hill of Nod or simply Nodhill.
Yet Nodhill is not a utopian paradise. Indeed, the town has been tried by a variety of disasters through the years, both natural and manmade. In this present day, it appears the fire of Nodhill is the treachery of sister cities, former residents, and even some Guardians. The Nods are not isolationists, as I have already attested, but they risk being isolated by their neighbors.
A commonly believed legend maintains that Nodhill will be sacked and will burn before the end and that the Nods’ queen will return to resuce the survivors shortly thereafter. This generally accepted view is an interpretation of the following fragment in the Chronicles of Nod, a document produced by the town’s first historian, who was a contemporary of the third Keeper of Sangreal:
After these things, I saw her return,
to the hill in ashes, as it will be once more …
Sadly, the remainder of the prophecy has been lost, the rest of the page being torn from the end of the book long ago by an enemy. Whether the page was destroyed, taken to another land, or simply hidden somewhere in Nodhill remains a mystery.
The Captive Pits
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Chapter 10
His head submerged and lost to sight,
His feet erect and stark,
Claiming the clay and muck for light,
He cursed the sun as dark.
 
Our departure from Nodhill stood in striking contrast to our departure from Egrath. The townsfolk wished us well, particularly Rursonaut, whom it seemed they wanted to remain always with them in their village. We lost considerable time as person after person approached Rursonaut to shake his hand or pay his respects. In addition to supplying us with more provisions than we could have hoped for—including food, clothing, and packs—the villagers also gave us parting gifts. Though they were simple and humble folk, their generosity was magnanimous.
We followed the river north, expecting fewer dangers. Still, it was a journey of many days; for the distance from Nodhill to Sangreal exceeded the distance we had already traveled. The pace would also have to be slower than before—at least on average—since the going was largely an uphill trek, the altitude of Sangreal being hundreds of feet above that of Nodhill.
On this first day, the atmosphere was cheerful, and a strong south wind blew over our backs as if encouraging us forward. Cumulous clouds drifted briskly on their way, causing the sun’s brilliance to appear intermittently. The air was fresh. In summary, it was superb hammock weather.
Thankfully, the first few days of travel were uneventful. We enjoyed the view of the verdant countryside and the breezes of mild weather. It disconcerted me, however, that the closer we got to Sangreal, the more anxious Rursonaut seemed to become. It was plain Rursonaut was troubled by what he might find there or what his superiors might say.
We exchanged stories along the way in an effort to distract Rursonaut. Unfortunately, some of the tales were not particularly effective in this effort. John’s stories, for example, recounted either the events of his youth (which Rursonaut already knew) or of the tales of the knights, which came from a book in Rursonaut’s library. I, however, found John’s stories fascinating precisely because they were as new to me as they were old to Rursonaut.
“Recount for us your dream, Michael,” Doriel requested at length.
“Okay. Sure. So I was sleeping in a little cove formed by the roots of a tree,” I began, “and I had this strange dream.” I described in the greatest detail I could the three-headed cloud and how the two hands emerged from the sides of the cloud and clapped together. I included my feelings as the events of the dream unfolded and how, after having clapped, the cloud dissipated in the northwest. Finally I mentioned the hot air balloon and the bicycle.
Anaster stopped in his tracks. We all halted and turned back to face him. “Some of this dream,” Anaster explained, “could describe what we are doing at this very moment.”
“How is that?” Rursonaut and I said practically in unison.
“Suppose your father represents Rursonaut, whom at the time you had not met.” Anaster mused. “Then the hot air balloon could be taking Rursonaut to Sangreal as you attempt to accompany him. In Sangreal, there are places Rursonaut can go that you cannot.”
Everyone felt uneasy about this explanation, plausible as it could be. It seemed to imply that Rursonaut and I would be parted in Sangreal—perhaps permanently. The thought did not appeal to me.
“So how is that part of the dream connected to the first part?” I asked Anaster.
“At one level,” Anaster suggested, “this present journey could be a result of the apparent condemnation suggested by the clapping cloud; but surely, it would be only on result among many. I do think the two parts of the dream could be connected, as different from one another as they may seem.”
As we continued on in silence, I pondered the possible meanings of the dream and what might come to pass. On account of this contemplative mood, I was not paying close enough attention to my surroundings. Rounding a bend in the road, I nearly stepped right into a hole. It took some doing to catch my balance without falling in. As I teetered precariously, Doriel grabbed my arm and pulled me back from the lip of the hole. After a few seconds of heavy breathing and the sensation of a shiver from head to toe, I had calmed down enough to observe the terrain around us.
The path was ridden with large, round holes or pits. These were positioned in such a way that the outliers were hidden from view until one was practically upon them, the bend in the path keeping one blind until the last moment. We had to tiptoe gingerly to avoid them.
As we walked through this patch of pits, we came upon a pair of ankles and feet sticking out of one of the holes. Apparently a man had fallen in head first, and was now trapped in the pit.
“Hello there!” I called.
“Yes? Oh, hello,” the man answered cheerfully.
“Can I help you out of this pit?” I asked.
“Pit? What pit?”
“Why, the very pit that you have fallen into head first!” 
“I am in no pit,” the man laughed. “I am perched upon a bough of bliss, enjoying the warmth of the sun upon my head.”
“But I can see your feet sticking upwards out of this hole. You are most certainly in a pit!” I replied, flabbergasted.
“Pits do not exist.”
“Ah, but they do,” Rursonaut interjected.
“Who are you?” the man asked.
“I am someone who can help you,” Rursonaut replied calmly.
“I do not need help. In fact, you would do well to join me in my ecstasy. Do you not know the heights to which I have ascended?”
“These heights of which you speak,” Rursonaut replied, “are inverted.”
“Oh, I get it,” the man snarked, “you’re one of those intolerant fools who thinks there is only one way to look at the world, who thinks I cannot decide my existence and affinities for myself.”
“It is not a question of affinity, nor even of decision, but of reality. Do you not see that you may walk with dignity under the laws of nature, your head held high on the earth, just as any other man?”
“But I do not want that. I was not born that way. What would be equitable, particularly under the law, is for me to place the sun wherever I choose.”
“The motions of the sun are not for man to decide, as has been well understood since the dawn of history,” Rursonaut pointed out. “Are we to believe that the annals of time were mistaken and only now we are discovering our reality?”
“Motion is obviously relative,iv and what we may have thought before doesn’t matter. This is supposed to be a free land. Besides, it harms no one and isn’t any of your business.”
“Harms no one?” Rursonaut repeated. “Is it not a well-known fact that men whose heads are closer to the earth than their feet experience a rush of blood and an acute disorientation due to the actions of gravity?”
“Irrelevant!” the man shouted. “That you would even suggest such a thing just shows how indoctrinated you are. The true genius of the age—which you try to enslave—is that we have learned actual freedom, freedom to decide reality for ourselves. You can keep your absolutes; our movement of equality will bury you with the chauvinists of history. It’s my life; it’s my decision; and it’s all relative.”
“See, Michael,” Rursonaut said turning to me, “when a person gets into the habit of acting contrary to nature, there is no logic. The mind is darkened, and one eventually believes that whatever delusion he is in is, in fact, reality.”
Though it saddened Rursonaut, we left the man in the pit, for he would not allow us to help him, nor would he even acknowledge that he was in a pit.
While this odd exchange was taking place, I noticed the knights behaving peculiarly. They had walked over to a tree and seemed to be talking with someone I could not see. As we walked away from the pit, the knights rejoined us. Something told me not to ask what the knights had been doing, so I refrained from inquiring, but the scene left me strangely troubled. We continued down the path, unaware that John had lingered by the pits.
Gaudius was the first to notice John had tarried behind. Turning round, he saw John bending over one of the pits. By now, we were one hundred feet or more away. Gaudius shouted to John to close his eyes. Realizing the gravity of the situation, we dropped our packs and turned to follow Gaudius back to the pits. Somehow in that brief moment, he had already reached John’s side.
John was now bent at the waist in nearly a ninety-degree angle. His center of gravity would soon slip off the end of his toes, plunging him headlong into the mysterious chasm. Thrusting out his arm, Gaudius grabbed at John and just managed to get a grasp on his belt. We soon came up along side them. Using our combined strength, we wrenched John back from the gaping hole.
The amount of effort required to free John was significantly more than it should have been, had it been a normal hole. It was clear there was more to this hole when it meets your eye, so to speak; and we all took pains not even to glance at it.
We were drained from the exertion, John most of all. He hunched himself on all fours, taking quick, shallow breaths. After a minute or two, having recovered somewhat, we retreated from the pits to the point where we had dropped our packs. We sat in a circle and quenched our thirst while John recounted what had happened.
“I was curious if others were likewise entrapped in the other holes. As I peered into one, it was as if all sounds of the external world had grown dull, or as if there were cotton in my ears. All I could think of was the light coming from the pit and the hypnotic music emanating from it—it was rather like Ulysses and the Sirens.”
“It is clear there are unnatural forces at work here,” Rursonaut remarked.
“Put here by the enemy or one of his horde, I wager,” Doriel added. Anaster and Gaudius agreed.
John looked thoughtfully toward the pits. “Perhaps we could put up a sign to warn people of the danger.”
“We should if we can find what we need,” Rursonaut concurred.
We cut several tree limbs less than two inches in diameter from which we formed two stakes and crossbars. We lashed the crossbar onto the stake. Doriel sharpened a point on each stake with his sword, and we drove them with a rock into the soft earth on either side of the pits so that passers-by would see them irrespective of which direction they were traveling.
Meanwhile, John and Rursonaut wrote the following message on two shirts taken from our packs:
DANGER!
Do Not Look
In the Pits!
We dressed the shirts onto the crossbars. Returning to where we had left our packs—taking every precaution not to look into the pits ourselves—we prepared to set off again.
“I wonder how long those signs will last?” Gaudius mused.
No one answered, and we set out again on the road to Sangreal.
On the fifth day after our departure from Nodhill, we reached the foot of the Varlet Mountains. Here the path climbs steeply, marking the boundary between the Neyv region (which includes the cities of Nodhill and Egrath, among others) and the region known as Chancel, of which Sangreal is the capital. The outer Varlets are the only known natural habitat of a lovely shrub with pink flowers, the rudathanym. This plant resembles the azaleas of my homeland but produces a much sweeter fragrance like a rose.
We had only just come into that country when several young men and women approached. They were laughing and telling silly jokes and stories to one another. The young ladies had adorned themselves with only one or two rudathanyms such as would not be exceedingly ostentatious.
Rursonaut showed some irritation at this particular vanity, smiling on only one side of his face. Nevertheless, this vanity was not greatly flamboyant, and we stopped to be polite to the newcomers—or perhaps we were the newcomers. We exchanged pleasantries, and the young people talked at length about themselves. It was difficult to get a word in, but Rursonaut finally found an opportunity.
“Why do you wear these flowers?” Rursonaut asked.
“Why to be pretty, silly!” one of the girls replied with a giggle.
“Have you considered that a greater beauty more becoming of your dignity could be yours without them?”
The young people laughed this idea to scorn.
“Would it not seem that the rudathanym should bring with it the joy of children?”
The youths laughed all the more, and another girl opined, “It is rather a blessing to be barren.”
Rursonaut’s eyebrows shot up. As if in response, the girls produced more of the flowers with which to embellish themselves further. A sudden chill swept over me. Again I heard a mocking laugh, the same laugh I had heard when I hid in the woods beside Rursonaut’s cottage. It was a dragon and his nymph. They were so close to Sangreal yet so easily camouflaged in this land.
“Get out of here!” Doriel cried.
John, and I took off at a run up the path into the mountains with Rursonaut not far behind. One of the girls dropped her rudathanyms and fled after us in terror. Anaster, Gaudius, and Doriel took up the rear, swords drawn. I could hear the furious complaints of the dragon. A strong defense stood between it and us, even with its surprise attack. There was little it could do but bellow its vitriol. Both its prey and its foes were reinforced by their combined strength.
Though the conflict with this dragon was over almost before it began, we did not stop running until we were well beyond danger. The girl who fled with us had stayed between the three knights and us as we all retreated up the mountain path. It was only when I turned back that I saw she had followed us all this way. She appeared frightened and understandably so.
Rursonaut bade her sit down on the trunk of a fallen tree. They spoke privately at length, while the rest of us made camp (for evening had come). From that day on, she forsook the rudathanym and no longer clothed herself with its alluring vanity. She did not join us on our journey but remained in her own country.
After these things, we settled down for the night. We ate of the provisions given us by the Nods and talked about the final leg of the trip to Sangreal. It would all be uphill from here, sell, except between hills.
Later, as I reposed in my sleeping bag, I peered through the tops of the trees to the stars beyond. The stars seemed so close, like tiny points of light pinned to a black velvet garment only a few hundred feet above me. A vast swath of concentrated stars was flung across the sky like sequins and silk. Aptly it had been named the Milky Way.
Gradually the noisy insects began to calm down, tapering back their rasping warbles, and I could hear a sound like distant thunder. Yet it was not entirely like thunder; for it was both very deep and constant, though alternately swelling and diminishing in intensity. There were neither flashes in the sky nor winds nor any other signs of a storm.
Morning came, and we broke camp. Though the distance remaining was not terribly great—perhaps twenty miles at most—it would take us two days to traverse because of the significant incline. We walked and walked, ever upward. Now and again we encountered a shallow valley, but there was always a taller hill beyond it. We took frequent breaks to rest.
Rursonaut appeared fully recovered now from the afflictions caused by the thorns. More astoundingly, his ankle was altogether sound, and he had no trouble keeping up despite the uneven ground. How he had managed the journey all this way defied reason.
I cannot describe the stunning beauty of this place, the very doorstep of Sangreal. There were sweeping vistas across valleys between hills—or were they mountains? The sky was blue with light, swirling cirrus clouds. Still, this location was not merely a visual pleasure. The air was so pure and clean, the breeze so soft and cool. There were the singing of birds and the sound of the breeze in the needles of the pines.
Yet one sound continued to grow ever stronger the farther we went. It was the sound of the distant thunder that spoke without a storm.
ivPaul Johnson, in his Modern Times, asserts that the modern age began with the confirmation of Einstein's theory of relativity (Johnson, 1), and that much of what followed was a result of a misapplication of that theory to morals. "Mistakenly but perhaps inevitably, relativity became confused with relativism” (Johnson, 4).
Johnson, Paul. Modern Times. New York, HarperCollins, 2001.  (ISBN 0-06-093550-2)

Sangreal
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Chapter 11
Sleeping I awoke,
From the depths I cried.
Crushed by a single stroke,
By fire, fidelity tried.
 
At long last, we came to the majestic gate of Sangreal, which was also the source of the thunderous sound that had grown louder and louder as we approached. For the gate was a towering, rushing waterfall close to the source of the river and unlike any gate with which I was familiar. It is unique among waterfalls, as I will describe momentarily. The waters of the river we followed flow from this magnificent gate.
The topography of Sangreal is worth noting. Snow-capped mountains surround Sangreal on all sides. In fact, there are peaks on either side of the waterfall itself, though these are the shortest peaks, for the surrounding mountains are much taller. These two short peaks are not usually capped in snow. In amongst the mountains are seven hills, which form a valley beneath the mountains. These hills cannot be seen from afar, but are clearly visible once beyond the waterfall. A massive wall provides further sanctuary to the city within.
The gating mechanism of the waterfall is most peculiar and intriguing, and this is what differentiates it from all other waterfalls. As a person approaches, he might expect to get drenched, but this only occurs the very first time he passes through. Having entered once, the waterfall parts for him for the remainder of his lifetime. He simply walks into the waterfall, and no water passes over him.
As we approached, we saw many others coming and going. The waterfall parted for the vast majority, though occasionally, a traveler came along making his first entry. For such a one, the water poured all over him; yet despite the force of the powerful falls, to the touch it appeared to be as a gentle rain.
Long before, my parents had brought me to Sangreal, so the waters parted for me, as it did for Rursonaut and John. The three knights entered by a different way, a way only known to members of their ancient order.
Concerning what lies beyond the waterfall, there is no secret; so I may describe it freely. Immediately upon entering Sangreal, one finds oneself on stairs, which ascend to the top of the first hill, from which the waterfall descends. At the top of the stairs, one is now inside the city wall, standing at the apex of the first hill with a valley before him. Five interior gates rest upon five hills, which surround the seventh hill. The seventh hill, which is the heart of Sangreal, is located at the very center of the city. One of the five gates is reserved for the Guardians, who always approach the seventh hill by that gate. All who are not Guardians approach by one or more of the other four gates.
There is a significant expanse within the walls of Sangreal, particularly in the valley between the main gate and the five hills, with rooms for guests and residents. In this area are the typical features of a city. Likewise, in the valley between the five hills and the seventh hill are gardens that any may visit. There also are the lodgings of the Guardians and other reserved areas. It was to one of the reserved places between the gate of the Guardians and the seventh hill that Rursonaut was obliged to report.
As we came off the stairs and descended the hill, having entered Sangreal proper, I came up short. The scene, which unfolded before me, was unlike anything I expected. It was a vision of mayhem and confusion, as if no one quite knew what was taking place or what to do. Everywhere there were arguments, and in places, the wall of the city lay in ruins. At first, I thought there was no rhyme or reason to the chaos; but after observing a while longer, I realized some of the citizens had organized into little bands with common purposes and were gathered here and there.
Some of the more organized bands dislodged stones from the city wall. Others moved those stones to another location, as if rebuilding the wall—but not where the wall had before stood. Fewer still returned some of the stones to the wall. Other individuals ran from group to group, waving their arms, wringing their hands, covering their faces, and making all manner of desperate gestures. There were citizens and Guardians sprinkled throughout.
Off a little ways in the distance, I saw a gathering of Guardians speaking with one another. They had their backs turned away from the wall and, now and again pointed upwards, gazing into the sky. I could not make out what they were saying, but from their expressions and gestures, it seemed they were concerned—even scared. I looked up myself and peered across the sky, but I did not see anything that would perturb me, and so I wondered.
Looking back at the crowd, I saw a number of those who had moved the stones stand and huddle together. After a few moments, they marched towards those tearing down the wall, who, looking up angrily from their work, took up tools with which to defend themselves. A brief skirmish ensued. One man took a swipe at another, only to be brought to the ground. Most of the fight was verbal, with no obvious victor.
A cry arose, and I turned to see a section of wall that had been stacked in a new place topple over. There were groans and angry shouts, and the rebuilders began to assign blame.
“It is the fault of the Keeper!” they said. “He refuses to banish the destroyers of the wall. He will not place the foundation where we tell him to place it. He is a destroyer himself!”
“No!” a voice broke in from amongst those putting the stones back on the wall, “You must place the stones where the Keeper says, for there is the foundation.”
“He has himself forgotten where the foundation is!” they retorted and began reciting a litany of the Keeper’s offenses, which seemed quite incriminating. “It is self-evident,” they concluded, “that he is of the destroyers. If you cannot recognize that, you yourselves are enemies of Sangreal.”
Despite the confounding scene, Rursonaut’s endeavor was to report to his superiors. Neither John nor I could go with Rursonaut, for Rursonaut took the way to the fifth gate and the fifth hill, which is of the Guardians. We watched as Rursonaut disappeared into the valley, traveling deeper into Sangreal. Though we could not follow him, the other paths were open to us. Availing ourselves of them, we visited three of the hills and their gates.
The hills and the gates stood in stark contrast to the wall. While many folk bustled about the wall, I saw that fewer passed through the inner gates to visit the hills. On one hill in particular, there were very few visitors indeed. Yet no one was able to damage the gates or spoil the hills it seemed, even as the wall of the city was being brought down.
Having tarried much of the day on the hills, we returned to the outer valley to find Rursonaut sitting in a chair at a cafe, tapping his fingers vigorously. John and I were bursting with curiosity and asked Rursonaut what had transpired.
“Why don’t you order yourselves a meal?” Rursonaut suggested, his fingers still jousting with the tabletop.
Having complied with his request, we again asked Rursonaut to tell us what had happened.
“It is somewhat difficult to characterize,” Rursonaut began, folding his hands and frowning. “I was summoned to Sangreal, as you know, to answer unspecified charges. When I announced to them that I had arrived, they seemed…oily, patronizing, and embarrassed to come to the point. At first, it seemed they didn’t really want to confront me. I even began to wonder if they expected I would arrive at all.” Rursonaut then began to recount what they had told him:
“If you want to speak to people’s hearts, Rursonaut, you must embrace the times,” they said to me. “The world will not listen to your message anymore. The world has advanced beyond you, and your methods are antiquated. They do not make people feel welcome and loved, and that is what being part of Sangreal is all about—letting people come here just as they are and participate as much as they want.”
“The mission of Sangreal is constant,” I responded. “It is here to convert and improve men, to reconcile as many as possible, to oppose vice, and to stand as a beacon of truth in a sea of error.”
“Ah, but things are different now, my friend,” they replied. “We have to celebrate the inherent good in people, encouraging them to approach without hesitation, not force them into rigid structures that turn them off or make them feel uncomfortable. Perfection is the enemy of the good.”
“Perfection is what we are about,” I retorted. “We are about making men truly clean by virtue of the seven gates. Our purpose is not to wash over iniquity by refusing to acknowledge its presence. It is not for us to cover our eyes so that we cannot see what is unclean. Our duty is to expose the filth and cleanse it, making men worthy to approach what is sacred.”
“You are intransigent, Rursonaut, and it does not become you,” they said. “Our labor is to open our arms to the world and invite the world in. The Keeper approves of this.”
“Whom have I turned away?” I replied.
“Your message turns many away, for it is not the message this generation can bear to hear.”
I opened my mouth to reply but was immediately silenced.
“Very soon, the sacred policies will change, and you must not oppose them. You are dismissed.”
“This concluded the interview,” Rursonaut summarized. “Michael, John,” he continued, “I think something has come to pass that even I did not think possible. Deception has taken root in Sangreal. We are as strangers in our own land, commanded to deny what we truly are.”
At that very moment, a large section of wall came tumbling down amid shouts of rejoicing. A great laceration in the wall was opened before our eyes, and a path wide and attractive appeared, having lain hidden behind the wall, perhaps for centuries. We all stood in consternation at the unique sight while the dust settled.
Curiosity and innovation, freedom and intrigue, the feeling of going where no one had ever trod—these were the emotions that permeated the environment, and many began to take the attractive path. A number of Guardians, both greater and lesser, came to observe, if not welcome, the new discovery. Speaking of it intellectually, as if it were part of an archaeological expedition, they discouraged no one from approaching. Rather they marveled at what new treasures might come to Sangreal on account of the new path. Nor was it long before all manner of strange creatures drew near to Sangreal, coming the opposite way and bringing with them animals and images of wood and stone I could not identify.
The three knights, whom thus far I had not seen in Sangreal, now approached us as we gazed at the strange spectacle.
Suddenly a gust of wind came up the path, blowing a gale into Sangreal, and I saw the figure of a fearsome knight arriving on horseback. Above his head was a ghostly crown, which glowed a pale green, and on his breastplate were a willow and an axe. The fearsome knight carried with him a box of wood, which he opened before Sangreal. But it was empty.
All who stood nearby were frozen in fear. This knight was not like Doriel or Anaster, for he was clearly malevolent. His bloodshot eyes glowered at us beneath protruding brows, like those of a pit viper. He barred his teeth in an evil grin, and his breath exuded like a cloud of pestilence. And his power was great indeed, and I feared exceedingly, held fast, as if immobilized. I saw Doriel from the corner of my eye. If it was possible, perhaps even he, too, was afraid. 
Then from out of Sangreal itself came a hideous sound like a swarm of locust. Men shrieked, and I looked around to see just two insects flying in the midst of the city. They landed in the box, only to be shut in by the fearsome knight.
Could this be Morbilli himself, bearing the arms of Areps and the wooden box of Obitus?  I pondered. But how was it that the insects were already here in Sangreal? Surely he would have just been letting them loose. But no, the box had been empty.
The malevolent knight laughed us all to scorn. Rearing his horse, he turned and galloped back down the path from which he had come, leaving a trail of dust in his wake. There was hardly a sound or even a breath in all that quarter of Sangreal for what seemed a long time. Some of the citizens turned to the Guardians who had observed all of this, asking them questions. Amazingly, most of the Guardians tried to reassure everyone that there was nothing to fear, as if what we had all witnessed was of little consequence.
All at once, the mayhem I had observed upon my arrival broke out again. From all directions, men came rushing to the opening of the path. Angry shouts arose, as a struggle ensued between those who would rebuild the wall and those who would prevent them. I felt a strong urge myself to rebuild the wall and block the path, but as I rose to walk forward, Rursonaut caught me by the arm.
“This is not your task—at least not now. Rather, let us visit the seventh hill.”
I hesitated but finally assented, for Rursonaut had always advised me well. And what, really, could I have done at that moment? Oh day of consternation! As if the charges hanging before Rursonaut were not cause enough for sorrow. Had he any friend left among the Guardians? Had Sangreal?
“As you might imagine,” Doriel addressed Rursonaut, “we must attend to some urgent matters.”
The knights departed, and we made our way towards the seventh gate, splitting up with Rursonaut presently—for Rursonaut approached the seventh gate by way of the third and the fifth, while we approached by way of the third only. Though we went by different paths, we all arrived at the seventh hill simultaneously. Standing before the seventh gate, Rursonaut led us beyond.
Beyond the seventh gate is the very heart of Sangreal. Here, the whole of Sangreal is held together as a hub supports a wheel. Everything else about Sangreal is peripheral. Everything else about Sangreal points to this seventh gate and hill, to this focus. During our visit, however, there was a simultaneous beauty and repugnance on this hill, which bears expounding.
The natural beauty of this place is unparalleled, like a paradise. Here is the source of the great river and the waterfall. Here is a garden of delights, which stands as the external manifestation of profound truth.
Something terrible had happened to this hill, however. The images and animals, which had come up the path, had been scattered about. The images were of horrible countenance, and the animals desecrated the place, digging holes here and there. I could not imagine how anyone of pure intention could have brought them here.
I then saw an even more horrific sight. Coming through the gate, I observed many creatures arriving, bearing the visage of revenants just as those I had seen in that terrible vision of a city. “Why are you here?” I asked.
“We have come from the path to claim what is ours.”
“Go first to the third hill and be cleansed!” Rursonaut pleaded.
“The path has been opened to us. Step aside!”
Pushing past, they walked to the spring and drank from it. Then going back, they ambled by us again. I could have sworn they were now even more repulsive than before; I could barely force myself to look upon them.
And I can attest that many indeed left Sangreal by means of the attractive path, though few returned. And I wondered why the Keeper and the Guardians were silent or what impeded them from speaking.
We stayed a long time in the presence of the seventh hill. And I was at the same time refreshed and saddened; for I was refreshed by the gift of the seventh hill but was saddened on account of the evils taking place, and I feared our enemy exceedingly. There seemed to be no remedy, and it looked as if the times would prevail.
I could only wonder what remained for us now. For what purpose had I been called to witness these things?
Lady of the Garden
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Chapter 12
Though it is yet midnight,
Look to the dawn.
With the first glimpse of sunlight,
All despair shall be gone.
 
In Sangreal, in the garden on the seventh hill, there is a shrine like a garden within a garden. It is mysterious in its depths, and by this I mean not that it is physically deep, as beneath the earth, but that it is difficult to perceive its bounds. In this place dwells one alone who can fathom its boundaries; for it seems larger than it should be while yet confined to the seventh hill. It seems to surround the summit of the hill, as if containing it; yet it is distinct and lesser than the summit and the relation between the two is quite impossible to draw physically.
This is the abode of the Lady of the Garden, she who alone contemplates fully this inner place. The source of the river, which flows over the great falls of Sangreal, is not in this garden but at the pinnacle of the seventh hill. Nevertheless, all the waters pass through the inner garden from the pinnacle before disseminating through the hills and down the waterfall. This movement of the waters is intimately tied to the paradoxical state of simultaneous containment of something and being contained by that very thing, as if the sum of the parts was somehow greater than the whole (or perhaps vice versa).
Everything here points to the summit of the seventh hill in some way, and beside the waters flowing through the shrine is a path, narrow and sure. By no other way can a person reach the pinnacle more quickly. As indescribable as various aspects of the inner garden shrine may be, we came to the place, and we conversed with her who dwells there.
Rursonaut spoke to the Lady first. He practically poured out his troubled heart, telling her of what his superiors said, of his fears and his worries. The particulars of what he said are best left unwritten. Though they could serve to edify the reader and extol Rursonaut’s tender heart and the Lady’s magnanimous compassion, it would be like revealing the contents of a diary. Suffice to say that the tears welled up within me as Rursonaut expressed his sufferings and his sadness.
One particular point of concern to Rursonaut was the path that had just shortly before been revealed in the wall leading away from Sangreal. “What is this hidden passage, like a terrible causeway hewn from the wall?” he asked.
With great sadness in her eyes, the Lady replied, “It is like a siphon planted long ago by the Prince to deceive the children of Sangreal in this present day. It is a sure and swift way to Sátirac, along which many travel but very few return. It is the way of desolation and infiltration, of blasphemy and sacrilege, of pride and self-indulgence.”
Presently, I was emboldened to speak. “Noble Lady, may I tell you of a dream I had and ask what might be its meaning? I have labored on what it tells me I must do.”
“Your dream is the verdict of the King,” she replied, though I had not related the dream to her. “It tells of the judgment of his rebellious children. For their correction a great calamity came and continues, but a greater calamity may soon follow. The first calamity, which the King allowed for the chastisement of his evil children, was the wars and the genocides of the Union and the College, the errors of Obitus. The calamity that is, is the slaughter of the innocents—the fruit of Obitus—in which the perverse generation remains engaged to this day, as if in defiant response to the first calamity. The calamity to come is unthinkable.
“But that which is to come, could it depart from the mind of the King? Oh, that my children would turn from their evil ways! Yet still my pleas that they repent are met only with indifference, derision, and scorn. How long will the King’s hand be stayed? Unless they are converted, so many shall perish in the realm of the Prince. And how many more, if they are not corrected? Already the Guardians are starting to oppose one another. The departure of so many children is like blood hemorrhaging from Sangreal’s side.”
“And what can I do to help? What is my task?” I asked, earnestly hoping that I would at last hear an answer to my question.
The Lady smiled kindly. “Pay attention to all that you see, continue to ask, and your task will make itself evident. In the meantime, offer yourself without reserve to the King. Be prepared to suffer patiently. Return often, if only in your mind, to this garden. It is both a strong shield and a powerful weapon.”
This was not the answer I had hoped for, for I wanted to be told plainly and without a great deal of effort on my part. Yet it seemed I was still not supposed to know, at least not yet. Nevertheless, I had Doriel’s admonition to be Rursonaut’s companion, and I now had the Lady’s advice to give myself to the King without reserve and at any cost.
More troubling still was the Lady’s clear interpretation of the first part of the dream. Would there be no opportunity to avoid this unknown and unspeakable chastisement? What could it possibly be? Who could prevent such a great calamity? What could be done at this seemingly late date? How much time remained?
I thought of the man in the pit who did not want any help and did not even recognize his condition. What would it take to convince such a one that he should turn his life around or face the very real possibility of chastisement—or worse? What could get the attention of the Egrathians, seemingly lost in endless pleasure seeking, while being lorded over by a dragon? What of those whose minds are planted deep in the allurement of the rudathanym? And why should the Nods suffer, who seem so devoted to preserving the truth? And what had become of the Guardians?
Perhaps there was some other clue I had overlooked, some detail of the dream that hinted at what action to take. If such a clue existed, it was elusive.
“What just happened with the knight coming into Sangreal with the wooden box?” I heard John ask.
“Though Sangreal herself has always spoken against Obitus, nevertheless, many in Sangreal have been deceived and have embraced its errors, striving to make Sangreal accept them. Mankind now stands on the brink. Either a man holds fast to Sangreal or forever he will dwell the Prince’s slave. This is what the King tries to prevent; from this, the King chastises that they be not lost forever. The Prince, however, is confident he has already won. The stage is set.”
Troubled and wondering, we left the garden and the seventh hill to find a place to stay the night. A red sunset and a light breeze greeted us as we walked. Presently, I heard distant shouts and arguments. 
The tumult at the wall continues, I thought.
I glanced at Rursonaut. He looked pale, and beads of perspiration clung to his forehead. As I was about to ask if we should stop to rest, a sudden wail pierced the darkness behind us, sending a shiver up my spine. Startled, I spun about and gazed up into the easterly night. A ghostly, green woman floated overhead, clad in garments that trailed in the wind behind her. With piercing eyes, she scanned the ground to and fro. 
“Tomorrow comes!” she wailed. “Tomorrow comes! For some, there is no wheat. For some, there is no barley. But through the streets flow oil and wine, a cup thereof, aplenty!”
She smirked and laughed with indescribable scorn. All at once, dozens more specters appeared behind her, all crying, “Tomorrow comes! Tomorrow comes!”
Screams of terror rose out of the city, emanating from every direction. I threw myself to the ground and covered my ears, but I could not muffle the horrible din. 
“A cup thereof! Oil and wine! Tomorrow comes! Aplenty!” 
Over and over, the message was chanted, first one part, then another.
Amid the wails and screams of fright, I peered about frantically for Rursonaut. By now the sun had set, and I could barely discern the silhouettes of objects. I glimpsed the outline of a figure lying prone a few yards away. I began to crawl slowly in that direction, not knowing whether it was Rursonaut or John.
Suddenly, the specters fell silent, and a hush came over Sangreal. I halted trembling and looked up again. The ghostly apparition raised her head high and drew in a breath that caused the wind to rush inward. Then she spoke once more: “The gates are closed, your hearts show pallor. Shame is your boast, and fear is your valor. Tomorrow comes!”
“Tomorrow comes!” chorused the other spirits.
“Soft irons and fetters, not worn by your betters, are yours for the setters of wood, paint, and stone, in the hearth of your home. Tomorrow comes!”
“Tomorrow comes!”
“With words warped and long, assured of no wrong, you babble on, a captivating song. Tomorrow comes!”
“Tomorrow comes!” the spirits echoed. 
Then, suddenly, to my astonishment, the entire lot of apparitions burst apart into millions of droplets and fell as rain upon the ground. I waited in a stunned silence for a long time. There was not a sound.
“Come on,” I heard someone whisper. A hand beckoned to me, and I as drew near, I saw it was Rursonaut. A moment later, John stood with us. We stared at one another for a few moments, then all at once took off at a brisk pace for the valley at the foot of the hills. All was eerily silent. Even the sounds of tumult I had observed earlier were gone.
The streets were deserted as we neared the walls. Few lights shone in any of the dwellings. We came to an inn and tried the door. It was locked. I glanced at Rursonaut, who gave me a reassuring nod. I knocked firmly at the door. There was no answer. I knocked again and again. Finally, a light flickered, and the door opened just a crack.
“Who—who’s there?” someone asked feebly.
Rursonaut answered for us all. “It is Rursonaut, a Guardian—and two companions.”
The door creaked as it swung ever so slightly wider. An eye peered at us nervously. “Alright. Come in.”
No sooner had the three of us entered than our host slammed the door shut and bolted it. “No one is safe tonight,” he began. “I nearly died of fright twice today. The Guardians tell us there’s nothing to fear from the knight with the wooden box. Now I suppose they’ll tell us the ghouls were just being facetious. You’re a Guardian. What do you say?”
Rursonaut frowned. “I do not agree with those who say the knight and the wooden box are of no consequence. Yet I do not think we have to fear the specters so much, as we ought to heed their warnings.”
“You can’t mean they’re our friends?” the man said.
“No. I think they were either forced to tell us these things, or they are so confident of their victory that they aren’t hiding their plans from us anymore. Since the fearsome knight revealed himself today, I tend to think the latter is more likely.”
Our host walked behind a large counter and pulled a key from a pegboard. “Your room is just down the hall to the right.”
“Thank you.”
“Oh, and please sign the register.” The innkeeper turned a large book towards us, and we took turns writing our names in the registry. A minute later, as we unlocked our room door, the light in the reception area went out.
Quickly we made ready to retire for the night. I rested my head on my pillow, but the strange chant came back to me again and again. I wanted to turn over and reposition myself, but I couldn’t. I was too terrified. 
I’m going to roll over now, I told myself. 
But nothing happened. Surely, as soon as I moved a muscle, the specter would see me and rush to torment me. I had to remain still. No matter how hard I tried to reassure myself, I could not help but remain paralyzed.
I awoke suddenly to a loud splintering noise and a crash. It took me a second to realize I had been asleep, but I had no time to figure out how I had relaxed enough the night before. I was instantly aware we were not alone.
“Everyone up! You’re under arrest!”
Rough hands dragged me out of bed and set me in line with Rursonaut and John.
“What is this?” Rursonaut demanded.
“Your day in court, of course.”
John stammered. “What about us?”
“You are witnesses, if not accomplices. You’ll be lucky not to rot in jail yourselves.”
“What!”
“Just be quiet and stand still.”
We were given clothes from our belongings and were made to stand in a line outside the bathroom. Quickly, my turn in the bathroom came. As the door closed behind me, I looked at myself in the mirror. How could we get away? I could think of no means of escape. Yet I did not really want to escape—at least, not without Rursonaut. I washed and dressed. As I opened the bathroom door, my arms were pinned behind my back, and my wrists were bound. I was returned to the line, my head swimming with anxiety.
I had not anticipated Rursonaut would have to endure an actual trial. The whole notion that he might be reprimanded had always been ridiculous on the face of it. Yet it was coming to pass, and I was somehow part of it. I was a witness—but a witness to what? And if I was merely a witness, why was I under arrest too?
“Alright, let’s go!” a commanding voice barked, as I was pulled back out of my thoughts. 
The three of us were dressed now, and our captors were eager to get under way.  The officers marched us single file out of our room. Our smashed door lay in pieces. In the lobby, the hotel was a din of action. Arresting officers were interrogating the hotel manager. Others were posted at doors or were keeping curious spectators away.
Once outside, we halted, and everyone got into formation. There must have been thirty or more officers there—just to escort three prisoners. Rursonaut, John, and I were in the middle, spaced about a dozen feet apart. Three men flanked us on either side, and six men flanked them on either side.
“Company … march!”
The entourage got underway. At the head, a stentorian voice cried out a litany of crimes for which Rursonaut was accused: “Heartlessness! Hatred of persons! Contempt of superiors! Talebearing! Calumny!”
These are the calumnies, I thought.
“Neo-unorthodoxy!”
What is that?
“Schism! Conspiracy! Sedition!”
Schism? Conspiracy? Sedition? I stifled a laugh.
Then it occurred to me. How could anyone distinguish between the prisoner and his so-called witnesses?
“Heartlessness! Hatred of persons! …” the accuser reiterated, and thus it continued as we marched through the streets of Sangreal.
I couldn’t see Rursonaut’s face, for he was in front of me; but his head was bowed down. That isn’t his slight stoop, I thought.
Then a loud, drawn-out voice suddenly called, “Tomorrow comes!”
I couldn’t believe my ears. Not again, surely! The entire company halted, and the strange apparition materialized before us. Many of the officers covered their ears, and some fell back. I buried one ear in my shoulder, for my hands were bound behind me.
“A cup of oil! A cup of wine! Aplenty!” the phantasm screeched in glee. “Tomorrow comes!” But that was all she said, for the apparition disappeared as quickly as she had manifested herself, and no others came to join her.
I looked for an opportunity to escape while the officers’ attention was diverted.  Even though the ranks had broken into disarray at the sight of the phantom, we were still entirely surrounded.
“Form up!” the officer in charge commanded. The ranks and columns were quickly reformed. Had there been any chance to flee, it was surely gone now. We marched on.
Within half an hour, we were quickly approaching the fifth hill, and the company halted before a marble building. The officers formed two columns, like an aisle, on either side of us, while the six closest guards positioned themselves one ahead of us, one behind, and two on either side.
“Forward!”
The six guards marched us up a dozen steps into the marble building. Rursonaut was the first to enter and was escorted to the right. John and I were escorted to the left. As my eyes adjusted to coming indoors, I marveled at the grand structure, with its tall marble pillars and granite floors. At the center of the building was a large room like an amphitheater, with rows of curved benches ascending one behind another. In front of this were several booth-like areas surrounded by wooden walls about three or four feet tall. At the head of the room was a raised dais and a bench, where seven judges were seated. Murmurs arose as we were led to our places.
Our hands were untied, and John and I were made to sit in one of the booths facing the panel of judges. To our right, we could see Rursonaut seated alone, directly in the center, before the panel. Several men I did not know were seated in a booth at the opposite side of the room. The trial of Rursonaut the Guardian was about to commence.
Cloud of Judgment
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Chapter 13
Upon the precipice of fate, 
I stand transfixed alone and wait. 
For the trumpet to sound its moan, 
And the world its final groan.
 
For a few minutes, the room was abuzz with chatter from observers who had taken places on the curved benches of the amphitheater. I shivered in my seat, afraid of what might happen and wishing I could be just about anywhere else. A judge lowered a gavel, the room fell silent, and proceedings got under way.
The presiding judge declared, “We did not wish to have this trial, Rursonaut, but you gave us no choice. Undoubtedly, you have heard the charges against you as you came here.”
“I did.”
“As is the custom with us, you are required to plead not guilty. This panel of seven is your jury. Is the prosecution ready?”
“We are ready.”
“Then you may proceed.”
“What about my defense?” asked Rursonaut.
“You can see to that yourself. Do not interrupt again. Proceed.”
“We call the esteemed, Eglon, Director of Inter-Persuasion Relations, to the stand.”
“What? Eglon is your witness?” John demanded. John and I stared at each other in bewilderment.
“Silence!” the judge commanded. “Rursonaut, your witnesses shall refrain from any more outbursts. Prosecutor, you may proceed.”
“Thank you, your honor. Please state your name for the record.”
“Eglon.”
“And what organization do you represent?”
“Hope Seekers, a ministry to the least accepted of our communities.” Eglon was soft-spoken and calm.
“Isn’t this the same Eglon who sent riders to kill us?” I whispered to John.
“I think so.”
I looked up at the ceiling, then caught sight of something out of the corner of my eye. In a balcony overlooking the proceedings sat Doriel, Anaster, and Gaudius. Beside them was a cloaked figure in white. The three knights were unarmed; none were wearing their armor. Doriel put a finger to his lips. I quickly cast my gaze back to the witness stand so as not to give the knights away.
“And, Mr. Eglon, you are a witness to an occasion of abuse against sensitive persons, perpetrated by the Guardian Rursonaut, are you not?”
“I am. I wish I could say otherwise.”
“Please give us your testimony concerning this incident.”
“I sent a man from my department to—er—make sure the prisoner got to Sangreal safely. He tells me Rursonaut was very unkind to a certain man…”
“Objection! Hearsay,” Rursonaut called out.
The judge rapped the bench with his gavel. “You are not a lawyer, Rursonaut. You may not object.”
“But I don’t have a lawyer.”
“That makes no difference.”
“I will be his lawyer,” I declared, quickly.
“You are a witness!” the judge retorted. “You cannot be involved in any other capacity, even if you are a lawyer, which I doubt.” The gallery erupted in chuckles.  Then calling for silence, the judge let the prosecution proceed again.
“Please answer the question.”
“Yes, indeed. This member of my department—he was following Rursonaut and these other two at a distance, after they had been kicked out of Egrath for causing a most unfortunate disturbance.”
He thinks we caused the disturbance?
“Anyhow, my man stood a short distance back, and he heard such shocking words spoken to a man—just because he was different, I might add—as I should not wish to repeat.”
“What did he say?”
“He tried to tell him he didn’t have to be the way he was!”
The gallery gasped.
“And what did Rursonaut do after speaking to this man?”
“He put up a sign warning people not to associate with anyone in the area.”
“Did he, indeed?” The prosecutor turned and glared at Rursonaut.
“Yes, sir.”
The prosecutor paced back and forth for a few moments. “Now, Mr. Eglon, can you tell us exactly how you came to be involved in this sad affair.”
“Among its other duties, my office investigates credible reports of anti-sensitivity and neo-unorthodoxy. In the case of Rursonaut, the allegations were so credible that our department was authorized to escort Rursonaut to Sangreal, with force if necessary, to ensure he answered his superiors’ summons.”
“And why should this have been necessary?”
“Well, Rursonaut has pretty much been self-directed for a long time now. Lack of oversight has given him the opportunity to adopt stubborn and even schismatic positions, as a sort of rogue, in opposition to his superiors. Our evaluation of him suggested he would likely resist these orders, perhaps even violently.”
One of the judges then interrupted. “And yet, Mr. Eglon, we see that Rursonaut came here as he was commanded.”
“Yes, indeed, your honor, but our information suggested this outcome was anything but likely.”
“Your testimony in this matter, Mr. Eglon,” another judge responded, “does not bode well for a charge of sedition or even insubordination against the defendant. Have you additional evidence to provide?”
I noted a tinge of worry in the judge’s voice, as if he hoped more evidence would be forthcoming. 
“Your honors,” the prosecutor addressed the panel, “it is an unfortunate situation that the best evidence of sedition comes from Rursonaut’s very own witnesses. As they are hostile to the prosecution, we must build a case that is more circumstantial. We only hope we will be given the opportunity to cross-examine Rursonaut’s witnesses in this matter.”
“Very well. Please proceed.”
The prosecutor cleared his throat. “Mr. Eglon, when you arrived to escort Rursonaut to Sangreal, what did you find?”
“He had fled.”
“Did this give you cause for concern?”
“Of course.”
“Please elaborate.”
“To begin with, we were concerned for Rursonaut’s safety. With the shock of allegations, and being a man of seniority, he might have become confused and run off as one disturbed.”
“Go on.”
“We were also concerned about the possibility of scandal. Rursonaut has a good reputation as a learned man and an affable one, too. No one disputes this. Were he to revolt, he might turn a great many simpletons and boors against Sangreal and its Guardians.”
“Did the prisoner, in fact, encourage dissent or incite violence?”
“He caused quite a scene in Egrath, but the good people there would accept none of his spiteful words. Then later he inflamed the citizens of Nodhill against us—and we all know how gullible the Nods are. They already resist my department.”
“No further questions.”
“Your honors,” Rursonaut said, “May I have the opportunity to ask this witness a few questions?”
The judges conferred amongst themselves for about half a minute. “Oh, very well,” the presiding judge muttered to the others.
“You are not a lawyer, Rursonaut, but as you have no one representing you, we will permit a few questions, as long as they are relevant and respectful.”
Rursonaut addressed the witness. “Mr. Eglon, there is a wooden gate about ten minutes’ walk from my cottage, is there not?”
Eglon shifted uneasily. “Well, there was.”
“What do you mean ‘was?’”
“One of my men got a little—shall we say—careless. We made camp, and the gate got caught up in our fire.”
“But when you came to the cottage, you saw the gate and the inscription on the gate?”
“I did.”
“How did that inscription read?”
Eglon was awkwardly silent and sat fidgeting in the witness box. Then the prosecutor rose and said, “Your honors, I fail to see what bearing this line of questioning has on this case. The prosecution gladly stipulates that there was a gate at Rursonaut’s cottage and that it was destroyed in an unfortunate mishap. But this incident neither incriminates nor exonerates the defendant in any way. Nor does it uncover any evidence relevant to this proceeding.”
“Your honors, may I recite that inscription for the court?” Rursonaut countered.
Eglon’s countenance took on a look of pure dread. His hands grasped the armrests of his chair.
“Why, Mr. Eglon, you look pale!” Rursonaut said.
The presiding judge rapped the bar with his gavel. “Enough of this. What is your point, Rursonaut?”
“I think the point has been made. This witness, though he holds a high office, is unwilling to speak or even hear the words of our ancient texts. If you’ll bear with me, I wish to discover why this is the case. I wish to demonstrate the bias of this witness.”
“Those words,” Eglon suddenly spoke, “are not merely archaic; they contradict the message of love and siblinghood among persons in this wondrous world of ours, which is the true message of Sangreal.”
“Alright, Rursonaut, that’s enough,” the presiding judge declared. “The witness is excused, and the defendant is finished cross-examining witnesses, for he is clearly not a lawyer. The prosecution may proceed.”
“The prosecution calls Meriethria to the stand.”
Who is that? John and I looked at each other and shrugged.
A young lady came forward and, as she turned to take her seat in the witness stand, I recognized her as the girl who had fled with us from the dragon at the foothills.
“Now, miss,” the prosecutor began, “I understand you and your friends were often wont to pick rudathanyms among the foothills of Sangreal?”
Meriethria blushed and looked down at the floor.
“Come now, this is nothing to be embarrassed about. Flowers are part of nature, and they are good. Or has the prisoner Rursonaut told you otherwise?”
Meriethria just sat sniffling, as tears flowed slowly down her cheeks.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” the prosecutor seemed to address the entire court, onlookers and all, “the defendant’s fanaticism is so extreme, that he speaks even against the rudathanym as if it were ugly or as if it were not there to be enjoyed. Such absurdities would classify us among mere spirits without bodies or as animals without reason.”
“But he was right!” Meriethria suddenly found her voice. “There was a dragon and…and I’m happier now than I was before!”
The gavel fell repeatedly as Meriethria tried to keep speaking. “Young lady, your testimony is over. You are excused.”
“You see, your honors,” the prosecutor waxed, “how insidious are the subtle words of a learned man upon the weak and impressionable. Were his words taken at their face value, who would believe him? But on account of his influence and guile, he is a menace to the mission and peace of Sangreal. His worldview belongs to a discredited day, his legalism is an offshoot of prudish fallacies. His stubbornness is an affront to the new orthodoxy. His tongue belongs behind irons and his thoughts beneath a headstone. This prisoner Rursonaut perverts the minds of the young, and for this reason we urge the court to find him guilty and to mete out such justice as prevents him from causing any further damage or scandal. The prosecution rests its case.”
Murmurs arose from all corners of the courtroom and could only be quieted by the persistent sounding of the gavel. I glanced at the prosecutor’s table. Eglon sat beside the prosecutor, smiling contentedly.
“Rursonaut, you may call your two witnesses.”
“But I’m not a lawyer, your honor.” Rursonaut smiled.
“Don’t give us your wit.”
Rursonaut’s smile faded, and he stood silent for several seconds.
“You don’t have to call them if you don’t want to,” the judge continued, “but I warn you that a favorable verdict is not possible in light of the current evidence.”
Rursonaut peered in our direction. Lines of worry spread over his face. Several times he opened his mouth to speak. At last he managed a resigned smile. Then turning to the judge, Rursonaut declared, “I will not call any witnesses.”
My jaw dropped as I turned my head from the panel of judges to Rursonaut and back again. Standing, I called out, “Then I will call myself!”
The entire court took a collective gasp at my audacity. Rursonaut reached an arm towards to me, a look of apprehension on his face. The presiding judge glanced at the prosecutor who smiled slyly and gave a nearly imperceptible nod.
“Do you wish to testify on behalf of Rursonaut or against him?” the judge asked me.
I clenched my fist as trepidation and doubts flooded my mind. Perhaps Rursonaut does not want me to testify. The prosecutor clearly wants to use my testimony against Rursonaut. What if I only make things worse? I said finally, “Your honor, I wish only to testify to the truth.”
The presiding judge sat staring into space for a few moments as he stroked his beard. “In that case, since I see that Rursonaut does not wish to question you—or at least that he does not wish you to be cross-examined—I will allow your testimony as a friend of the court, and only the panel of judges will question or cross-examine you.”
The prosecutor’s eyes narrowed, and he began to object, but the judge waved him off. I took the stand, and the judge directed me to speak freely concerning the events I had witnessed while I was with Rursonaut but not to give my own conclusions. I took a deep breath.
“I can say that Rursonaut was only ever kind to me during my association with him. If he chided or corrected me, it was done gently and for my benefit. Concerning testimony that has been given in this case, I was at least as close if not closer to the events described as the various witnesses.”
“And is there any evidence you wish to affirm or contradict?” one of the judges asked.
“There are both,” I replied. “I will affirm that we indeed fled from the cottage, that we were indeed ejected from Egrath, that we indeed encountered a man in a pit, and that we truly ran from a dragon that was somehow associated with the rudathanym flower.”
“It is just the same with this simpleminded one as it was with the girl Meriethria,” the prosecutor complained.
“But Meriethria was the prosecution’s own witness!” I countered. 
Several judges stifled laughs, as the prosecutor glowered. The judge raised the gavel, but all were silent before he could bring it down. Instead, the judge asked, “And what evidence do you wish to contradict?”
“First, Rursonaut never suggested to me at any time that we should avoid the summons to come to Sangreal. Yes, we fled from the cottage, but it was in fear for our lives; and our fear was not without cause, for we were pursued by horsemen who—I heard with my own ears—spoke of capturing us and delivering us to Eglon. And yes, we were thrown out of Egrath, but we did not cause any trouble there. Rursonaut had been pushed outside the walls of Egrath and his ankle was terribly swollen. I rummaged through the garbage of Egrath only to scavenge parts to make a contraption on which to pull Rursonaut so we could continue on to Sangreal. Yes, we tried to convince the man to come out of the pit, but he would not even acknowledge he was in a pit. We did nothing but plead with him. We placed warning signs for travelers, because both John and I nearly fell into the pits ourselves.”
When I had finished giving my testimony, the judge excused me, and I returned to my seat. Then the judge declared, “We expect to come to verdicts concerning the charges quickly, therefore the remainder of the court will not recess.”
The judges left the bench single file and retired to another room. At once, the courtroom was alive with whispered conversations. We were not permitted to leave our seats, but I looked over at Rursonaut. He sat staring at the floor, his face a sea of worry. I glanced up to the balcony where I had seen the knights before. Neither they nor their mysterious companion in white were there.
With every passing minute, I felt just a bit more encouraged. If the verdict was obvious or unanimous, the judges would have returned by now. At least there was some deliberation. At least there were some facts in Rursonaut’s favor. There was at least one holdout somewhere.
At that moment, the door to the deliberation chamber opened. Everyone stood as the judges filed in and took seats at the bench. Their countenances were somber, and I could not guess what the outcome would be.
As the gavel fell, all were seated. Not a sound echoed through the great marble courtroom. 
Finally, the presiding judge said, “Concerning the lesser charges of spite, bigotry, and scandal, we find for the prosecution. We find for the prosecution also on the graver charge of stubborn, dissident opinion. As to the gravest charges, we find for the defense on the count of sedition and we acquit the defendant on the charge of schism. We instruct the prosecution to drop any related charges against the prisoner or against his witnesses. The prisoner will now rise.”
Rursonaut stood before the panel of judges.
“It is the sentence of this court that you, Rursonaut, should be a hermit and an exile. You shall retire to the hills west of Sangreal this very day. You shall have no visitors except other hermits, so that your dissident views cannot be promulgated among the innocent and unsuspecting. Your rights to exercise the privileges of the fifth hill publicly are suspended. Nor may you write or propagate your views on any matter concerning Sangreal. Nor may you speak on behalf of Sangreal.”
The gavel came down.
The trial was over. 
The courtroom burst to life with conversation. John and I scrambled over to Rursonaut, who managed a wan smile before bursting into tears. I put my hand on his shoulder just in time to catch a movement out of the corner of my eye. A figure in a white hood and cloak approached, the same one I had seen on the balcony. The hood completely obscured the man’s face, and I did not know whether I should be afraid or not.
“I have obtained for you that you should not be a prisoner.” I was shocked to hear a woman’s voice, and I recognized at once it belonged to the Lady of the Garden. “I prevailed with one,” she declared, “and he prevailed with the others. Be of good heart, for though the way is difficult, your sentence is itself a means of aid for Sangreal.”
The lady departed, and the next voice I heard was that of the furious Eglon. Both he and the prosecutor spoke to reporters, denouncing the judgment as dangerously lenient. “He should have been hanged—or at least imprisoned for the rest of his life!” they declared. “The precedent this sets is unconscionable.”
I listened, my blood kindling. Though I was greatly relieved that Rursonaut was not a prisoner, I was outraged. It was altogether unjust that he should be banished to scrape together an existence as a hermit or that he should have been punished at all. He had done nothing but remain faithful.
“What are we to do now?” I asked Rursonaut, dejectedly.
“My way forward is simple—I must go to the hills a hermit. As for you and John, we had better figure that out in a hurry. But I don’t…” Rursonaut’s voice cracked and tears streamed down his face.
I wanted to comfort him, but I could find no words. At long last I said, “If the Lady has prevailed in lightening the sentence, there must be some good that will come from it.”
Rursonaut’s sentence of hermitage delivered us from arrest and escort. He had to depart, but he was free to enter his exile under his own power. Our belongings from the inn were brought to us, and we were excused.
Slowly the three of us left Sangreal the way we had come. As we ambled through the city, Rursonaut gradually laid aside his grief, and by the time we reached the waterfall, he was more like his old self. We descended the steps and passed through the waterfall, which parted as before. The rumble of the waterfall seemed even more powerful than when we had come. Once beyond, we met up again with Doriel, Anaster, and Gaudius.
“I could not speak through my tears before,” Rursonaut said, as we slowly embarked on the path, “but it is not so much exile and hermitage that sadden me; rather it is the deprivations of the fifth hill and being banished as if I were Sangreal’s enemy. And all the more, Sangreal is fallen into ruin, and its enemies rejoice over it.”
Rursonaut stopped and gazed ahead, glassy eyed. I turned back, and John and I helped Rursonaut sit down. I pulled out a canteen, and Rursonaut drank some of the water. Resting on the grass, he continued, “John, I think you should return to Nodhill to warn the people there of what has transpired in Sangreal. They should strengthen their defenses and prepare for the worst. Be sure to warn them of the path leading out of Sangreal. And tell them about Eglon and Morbilli.”
“I will accompany you,” Gaudius said, coming beside John.
“Michael,” Rursonaut said, turning to me, “you will have to let me go. I am not permitted any companions or contact with the outside world except for brief encounters with other hermits who are in the area.”
“Then I will be a hermit too!” I decided, as quickly as I had offered to be Rursonaut’s lawyer.
“No, Michael. It is not permitted. Besides, there is still a task awaiting you. You have another path.”
“And I am no closer now to discovering it than when we arrived!” I cried, my words choking in my throat.
“I wouldn’t say that. Already the image of the hot air balloon and the bicycle are becoming clear. And with all that has transpired, I would not be surprised if your task is staring you in the face.”
We took to the path once more, and before long, we came to the point where Rursonaut would have to turn west.
“Can I at least walk with you to your place of exile?” I asked.
“Would it be any easier to say goodbye there?”
“No, I—I suppose it would not.”
“Do not worry about my next journey, Michael. My ankle is well, and the distance is not far. I will easily arrive there today.” He clasped my shoulder, looking me earnestly in the eye. “Thank you for helping me.”
With difficulty, John, Rursonaut, and I made our farewells. John began walking south with Gaudius towards Nodhill. Rursonaut headed west with Anaster. I stood by the path with Doriel as I watched them go their separate ways. Would I ever see Rursonaut again?
“Doriel, I must go back to the garden,” I said suddenly, turning back in the direction of Sangreal.
“Remember what the Lady told you,” Doriel replied. “‘Return often, if only in your mind, to this garden.’ You can go there whenever you like, even if you are far away.”
I nodded, and, instead of returning, I sat down on the soft grass. Closing my eyes, I placed myself mentally there in the garden to ponder its mysteries and ask the Lady again what I should do.
After a little while, Doriel began to sing. Soon another voice joined him. And another. And another. I looked up but saw no one else. Then I realized that all four voices emanated from Doriel’s mouth. For the knight who had the voice for singing had not one voice but many, and he sang polyphony alone.
Once more, I tried to fit all of the pieces together. A calamity is coming. The King has clapped his hands against the city. Men have tried to make themselves their own gods and goddesses. Sangreal is falling into ruins. The Guardians oppose one another. Many are leaving Sangreal. These messages are difficult for people to accept. The good are punished.
Perhaps I could convince others not to take the new path out of the city, if only I could find words to explain where it leads. But would anyone believe me? Why does the Keeper himself not speak out against the new path? Do the strange creatures entering Sangreal on account of the path not alarm the Guardians? The Guardians seem rather consumed by novelty, pushing the boundaries as if there should be no difference between Sangreal and Sátirac. Have they forgotten the seven hills, and the great treasury they protect?
Perhaps there is something I can do to help rebuild the wall of Sangreal. But why are there factions—seemingly on the same side—fighting with one another when they could instead join forces? And why are those who repair the wall over its foundation seemingly so weak and disorganized, while those who tear down the wall seem so efficient and strong? Could this weakness itself be an effect of the gauntlet of the Prince, a force of prevention against Sangreal?
As Doriel finished his song, I understood, at last, what I should do.
What then was my task—the task for which Doriel had sent me north and for which Rursonaut had prepared me—if it was not to write of these things, which I have witnessed?
For this reason, I have committed to writing this fantasy: that in this time of escape from reality, the use of fantasy might get the attention of those who will receive it.
Our doom is not approaching. It is already here and has been here in our midst for decades. Yet we have cooperated with it and have not opposed it. The ogre and goblin armies are not gathering their strength in a distant land to march upon us. That was done long ago. So completely has the battle gone their way that they have employed us to carry out our own destruction, and we have obliged with unmitigated enthusiasm. All that remains to be seen is whether we will heed the admonitions of the Lady at even this late hour.
Tomorrow comes.
Let the reader now learn the explanation of this tale…
The Story Explained
Allegories and Imagery
Prologue
The prologue speaks literally of the world in which we live, especially of the West, where representative governments replace kingdoms, and industry has produced a plethora of goods and material prosperity. The man speaking in the first person is Michael, who tells the story and who is the primary character.
The end of the prologue transitions to Michael’s flight by night and the pursuit of the night dragon. The night dragon is a demon of lust, which seeks to offer a few moments of pleasure (frozen respite) in return for Michael’s soul. The night dragon uses the nameless woman of Chapter 2 to torment and tempt Michael. This nameless woman is, loosely speaking, concupiscence but also represents the immodest women of the world who use their bodies to tempt men as the devils do. Lust is likened to the fairies that sing vilely of beautiful things.  Michael presses on, “with gritted teeth and covered ear.” He knows he is being tempted, and he tries not to listen to the tempting dragon, searching instead for an escape.
The first letters of the paragraphs of the prologue spell out the question, “Who is like God?” as asked by St. Michael the Archangel. This question is the meaning of the name Michael.v The question is significant to the conflict going on in the rest of the story.
The Prince and His Realm
The Prince is the devil, whom Christ called “the Prince of this World.”vi In his dominion, all things are disordered, and for this reason, the names of many places in his realm spell out virtues backwards in Latin. For example, Sátirac is caritas spelled backwards. Sátirac therefore signifies the opposite of charity. Likewise, Areps opposes spera (hope) and signifies despair. Edif, too, opposes fide (faith) and signifies doubt, faithlessness, betrayal, and treachery. Sátirac is the capital of the Prince’s realm, while Areps and Edif are other principal cities.
The path to the realm of the Prince signifies the path to perdition. It is attractive, well maintained, and wide. Many sin and go down its way, but far fewer return to seek the narrow path to salvation.
The realm of the Prince is both a place distinct from heaven and the physical world and a state of being separated from the life of God. It is both hell and the state of mortal sin. Those who die in the Prince’s realm remain in hell whereas those who are still alive, albeit in mortal sin, are just visiting, so to speak.
The Prince’s Council
Morbilli of Areps is a demon of despair. His arms consist of a weeping willow and an axe, which is to say that the willow weeps for it is to be cut down. The name of Morbilli signifies illness and disease. He works with the Prince on Project Obitus, which is intended to spread both spiritual and physical death as a cancer through humanity.
Invidia is the spirit of envy, born of pride. She is called the inspiration of the Prince, which is to say that the devil’s envy inspired him to revolt against God and continues to drive his attacks on the Church and the faithful. The eyes of Invidia identify her because the eyes of envy are so unnatural. That is, envy serves only to make the one who is envious miserable. The envious one does not even enjoy an ill-gotten good.
The Prince had suffered a defeat, which limited his power. This defeat was the victory of Christ on the cross, whereby He conquered sin, and His subsequent resurrection, whereby He conquered death. By opening the gates of heaven, Christ made it possible for men to escape the realm of the devil, which is hell and slavery to sin. This defeat is the “time unmentionable” of which the Prince speaks.
The premise of the great assembly in the Prince’s hall and the plan of Obitus is fictional but loosely based on the Apocalypse. The effects of Obitus tie back to evils we see in our present day.
It is said that near the end of the 19th century, Pope Leo XIII saw a vision in which the devil told God that he could destroy the Church in 100 years.vii It is said that this vision inspired the Pope to compose the prayer to St. Michael the Archangel, which is said at the conclusion of Low Masses. The gauntlet of the Prince roughly signifies this boastful challenge.
The Prince is emboldened to throw down the gauntlet because his enemy has allowed him to regain much of his former power, which corresponds to the devil being released from the bottomless pit in the Apocalypse.
The vial of water in the Prince’s courtyard (the Water of Fate) is a purely fictional construct intended to be a physical manifestation of the premise that, in these latter times, the devil seeks to prolong the time before the end of the world. The Prince announces that he has solved the mystery of the vial and that he can slow its drip, if not stall the drip altogether by preventing men from entering his enemy’s realm. That is, the devil surmises that each drop of water in the vial represents one of the fallen angels cast out of heaven and that the end of the world will not come until a man has taken the place each fallen angel occupied in heaven before the revolt.
The story of the Prince is recounted in its own book, the first chapter of which is read by the main character. Its date of publishing is supposed to correspond with the final decade of the 19th century; and for this reason, its point of view is omniscient third person, more characteristic of works of that time than our own.
Obitus
Project Obitusviii is the plan whereby the Prince attempts to stall the Water of Fate, not only by subjugating men into his realm (hell proper) but also preventing them from having the opportunity to enter into the realm of his enemy (heaven). This is to say that the devil determines he can use limbo (the outskirts of hell, where there is a state of perfect natural happiness but the beatific vision is absentix) to his advantage.
In the real world, the primary method the devil uses for this purpose is the death of unbaptized infants through contraception and abortion, for which he erects and fosters a multi-billion-dollar industry (Obitus). He seeks also to destroy the reproductive unit of society—the family—by promoting disordered love not between a man and a woman; for such “relationships” will not result in the procreation of children and the propagation of the human race.
Likewise, the devil fosters a spirit of sexual selfishness between men and women whereby sterilization and contraception are used to prevent conception of new human life (and therefore prevent potential saints from having the opportunity to receive baptism, whereby they are empowered to see God face-to-face). In fact, the devil makes contraception “necessitate” abortion; for, actually, the devil would prefer human sacrifice.
The inscription on the wooden box containing the two living ideas ends with the line “Making Evil Good”, which calls to mind Isaiah 5:20:
 
Woe to you that call evil good, and good evil: that put darkness for light, and light for darkness: that put bitter for sweet, and sweet for bitter.x
 
The “ancient wood” refers to the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.
The Knights and Guardian
The knights are the good angels. Those that are specifically assigned to persons are guardian angels. In the story, the gauntlet of the Prince secured that the good angels would have less power to oppose him.
In the first chapter, certain parts of the dialogue and narration rhyme. The purpose of this is to underline the extraordinary grace being given, that Michael should meet his own guardian angel, having been aided by him against temptation (reptilian finesse).
Sangreal (pronounced sahn-grĕ-ahl) represents the Church, which is the Mystical Body of Christ. Its name is reminiscent of the “Holy Grail.”
The Guardians of Sangreal are those entrusted with the care of the Church and especially the care of the Holy Grail, which is to say the Holy Eucharist. The Lesser of Sangreal are the priests, whereas the Greater are the bishops and cardinals.
The cottage of Rursonaut is something like a seminary and retreat house, although the connection between the two is fairly loose. Rursonaut spends a lot of his time in the kitchen cleaning “dirty dishes”, which is to say he spends many hours in the confessional hearing confessions and absolving sins. Some minutes up the walk from Rursonaut’s cottage is a gate with an inscription, which Rursonaut explains is the sign of the man who has mastered his passions. The inscription on the gate especially invokes St. Joseph, whose help and prayers are a strong defense in temptations of the kind pursuing Michael.
Sangreal
Sangreal is a city of seven gates. Its outer wall is entered only through the first gate, which is a waterfall. As men enter, the waterfall parts for some but not others. This first gate is baptism, and the remaining gates are the other sacraments. Those for whom the waterfall parts have already been baptized, and those for whom the waterfall does not part are entering Sangreal for the first time by baptism.
At the center of Sangreal is a garden and a gate to the garden. The garden and the gate both represent the Sacrament of the Eucharist. Men may approach the gate from different directions, by passing through a subset of the other gates. The Guardians of Sangreal approach the garden by a path that takes them through an additional gate by which others do not enter, namely the sacrament of Holy Orders. The other citizens of Sangreal approach the garden by way of the gates of the other sacraments they have received. All first enter through the gate of baptism; those who are confirmed pass then through the gate of penance and the gate of confirmation before approaching the gate of the Eucharist; and those not yet confirmed pass only through the gates of baptism and penance before approaching the gate of the Eucharist.
The Keeper of the Keys represents the Pope. The Keeper is entrusted with keys whereby he may lock or unlock the gates, analogously as St. Peter is entrusted with the keys to the Kingdom of Heaven (see  St. Matthew 16:19).xi
Rursonaut learns that a schism has taken place in Sangreal among both the Greater and the Lesser. In fact two schisms have taken place. There is a “liberal schism” of those who seek to change doctrine but who still operate under the auspices of the legitimate authority of the Keeper. There is also a “conservative schism,” which, seeing the first schism, seeks to preserve doctrine at the expense either of denying the legitimate authority of the Keeper or, while speaking to that authority, acting outside of it. The result of both schisms is a great deal of confusion in Sangreal, which is not helped by the curious circumstance that something impedes the Keeper’s speech (which is to say that sometimes his speech is ambiguous or he remains silent). I use the word schism here not in the juridical sense but to indicate a fracturing that results in factions opposed to one another.
Rursonaut’s Travels
Rursonaut is able to travel back in time to observe historical events, though he is powerless to change them. He takes Michael on a series of such journeys. The episode with Henry and the beggar culminates in the discovery of the College and the Union. These are the two living ideas in the box Invidia opens at the great council of the Prince. The former is Darwinism if not Nazism and seeks a superman who will purge the world of mediocrity; the latter is Communism and also seeks a superman in whom all men possess all things.
While appearing to oppose each other, both philosophically and historically, both seek to have man pull himself up by his bootstraps; both are looking for a savior, a man who is more than a man; and both are vehemently opposed to the traditional family (see Project Obitus above) and holy religion. Obitus promises to deliver such a superman, namely the antichrist, to both groups. The College is happy to engage in an enterprise of contraception and abortion for the purpose of eugenics, to eliminate “useless eaters” and the genetically inferior.xii The Union also facilitates such an enterprise, with its own fear of overpopulation (see Communist China’s one-child policy,xiii for example.)
At its simplest, one could say that the Union represents the poor man’s envies while the College represents the envies of the rich and educated. For this reason, it is Invidia who places the cards in the hands of the beggar and Henry, and for this reason the Prince speaks of the significant part Invidia will play in the plan.
In the story, neither the College nor the Union mentions the antichrist by name. These groups anticipate a more collective notion of a messiah, more like the elevation of the nature of man: “the man who is more like a god than a man; the man of whom all men are composed and who is composed of all men; the man who, though his members come and go according to nature, is himself immortal.” In this way, there is no “cult of personality.”
When the antichrist will appear, however, his charisma will be so incredibly strong that he will embody the collective ideal, and he will be accepted by both the College and the Union (for they are of him, not he of them, as they assume). The Prince speaks directly of the coming of the antichrist at the end of the first chapter of The Gauntlet when he predicts the advent of a great man. Rursonaut also alludes to this when he states, “They will get more than they bargained for.”
The second journey back in time refers to the events that occurred in Fatima, Portugal in 1917, and documented even in the secular newspaper O Século.xiv Ironically, “O Século” in English is rendered “The Century.”xv This fact possibly connects Fatima with the vision of Pope Leo XIII.
The third journey draws a connection between the miracle at Fatima and man’s harnessing of nuclear energy, essentially mastering the power of the sun. Artistic license is used to develop the conjecture that, among other things: 1) the miracle chosen at Fatima involved the sun as a foreshadowing and warning that man would see himself as having conquered even the power of the sun, a sort of self-deification; 2) the miracle demonstrates God’s power even over this human feat; and 3) part of the annihilation of nations could occur through man’s abuse of nuclear forces and other technology such as contraception.
The final journey, unbeknownst to Michael, is to a time only a few days in the past, such that it could be considered a journey in the present day. Michael and Rursonaut see the inhabitants of a city through a lens, which shows the states of persons’ souls. The first group of people looked as if they “should have been dead” and were, in fact, spiritually dead. The second group of people included innocents who had been murdered by their own parents. In the story, artistic license suggests these people follow their parents to and fro, longing to be accepted by them and participate in the life they should have had. The third group of people consist of the relative few who are living moral lives in the mist of the evil city. The final group is not made up of people at all but of the demons that tempt and drive people to commit sins.
At the end of the final journey, Michael and Rursonaut observe a horrid place. This is an abortion clinic. Two go in, but only one comes out alive. The devils are most pleased. Obitus is fulfilling its designed purpose.
The green mist streaming into homes represents the impure filth that comes into the home through television and the internet. Though the two technologies are not intrinsically evil, they are abused and become an avenue for vile things to corrupt the minds of the innocent, pervert morals, and wreck families.
Relationships among Characters
The knights bow to Rursonaut because of his priesthood, even though, according to nature, the angels are superior to men.
Doriel is Michael’s guardian angel. His name is reminiscent of the Dorian mode. Doriel is named thus because he has a voice for singing. We find at the end of the story that Doriel is even able to sing multiple parts simultaneously by himself.
Anaster is Rursonaut’s guardian angel. When the dragon at the gate of Egrath threatens Rursonaut, Anaster is able to exercise significantly greater force than Doriel 1) because he is Rursonaut’s guardian angel whereas Doriel is not and 2) because of Rursonaut’s priesthood. It should be noted that Anaster does not appear until Rursonaut is threatened.
Gaudius is John’s guardian angel. Gaudius tells John that he did not wield a sword the day Eglon the Fiend fell. Gaudius’ particular gift is to wield joy (gaudium) rather than the sword (gladius), and his name is the combination of the two words.
Eglon, the man said to be only half human, is a man whose actual name is unknown but who is possessed by Eglon the Fiend of the story mentioned by John, the Battle of the Seven Fields.
Relationship between the Story and the Characters
The story line is like an excerpt from a much larger conflict. The primary protagonists of the story are relatively minor in the grander scheme of things. Michael and John are just average laymen, Rursonaut is not a particularly important or well-known priest, and even the guardian angels are not especially important or powerful angels. As such, the hope is that the story resonates with ordinary men and women, who can relate to the struggles the characters face. Hopefully the reader will see himself having a place and a part in the real conflict going on in the real world and see a need to make himself part of the solution.
Events from the Cottage to Nodhill
Rursonaut is surprised to hear Doriel speak of the shortening of days. This phrase alludes to St. Matthew 24:22, “And unless those days had been shortened…”xvi From this expression, it is implied that the final battles may be at hand.
While sheltered from the rain, Doriel tells Michael about the Prince, his defeat by Christ on the cross (the captain of the knights in lowly disguise), and the Prince’s renewed power in these latter times.
Concerning Michael’s second dream, the plodding, earthy man is addicted to his passions, which while ordered according to nature, he employs outside of marriage. For all intents and purposes, he is controlled by his lusts and plods mindlessly towards them. His mind is dull, and everything looks attractive to him because he is himself so repulsive. The harlots at the house of ill repute are the opposite. They are so blinded by their hatred for the earthy man that they do not seem to perceive his repulsiveness.  While the man is repulsive on the exterior, the harlots are attractive, but interiorly, there is nothing but misery. Both the adulterer and the harlot are trapped and entangled and cannot free themselves.
Events from Nodhill to Sangreal
On the road to Sangreal, the travelers meet a man in a pit who denies he is in a pit and who invites them to join him “perched upon a bough of bliss.” This man represents an obstinate sinner who has fallen for unnatural vices. His world is turned upside down such that his feet are towards the sky and he thinks he is looking up from a perch when in fact, he is stuck in a hole. He has decided reality for himself.
While Michael and Rursonaut are talking with the man in the pit, the knights have moved over to a tree and appear to be talking with someone Michael cannot see. The three guardian angels are talking with the guardian angel of the man in the pit. He is invisible because the man in the pit has shoved him out of his life. The man has bound the angel’s hands behind him, as it were, and there is very little the angel can do to help the man.
The rudathanym flower is symbolic of the good attractiveness that God has given women for the propagation of the human race. It has one native habitat only, which is within sacred wedlock. In all other places, it is to be governed by modesty. The adherents of the rudathanym have removed the flower from its proper environment and use it to domineer men in an attempt to be worshiped by them. The rudathanym is not the beauty of the face or the attractiveness of the person. It is immodesty specifically.
A sort of cult has arisen around the rudathanym, but the women who practice it rather see it as a cult that has sprouted around themselves.
One of the rudathanym bearers suggests that it is better to be barren, for the cult seeks the unitive aspect of marital relations without the procreative. This opinion is reminiscent of St. Luke 23:29:
 
“For behold, the days shall come, wherein they will say: Blessed are the barren, and the wombs that have not borne, and the paps that have not given suck.”xvii
 
In the latter days, children will not be considered a blessing but a curse. People will shun and fear large families and disapprove of parents who have even three children. Worse things will follow. For there is a great fear among the College and Union that overpopulation will cause the world to run out of resources, and there is great pressure on women to be exceedingly attractive to men while shunning motherhood.
When the travelers encounter the young people, the girls are dressed only slightly immodestly. Rursonaut seeks to correct them gently, but they react in the opposite way, becoming a temptation from which the travelers must flee.
One of the girls flees with Rursonaut, John, and Michael. While conversing with her later, Rursonaut hears her confession. She remains in her own country, not because she is impenitent, but to be a good example to others. We learn her name later when she is brought to testify against Rursonaut at his trial.
Events in Sangreal
At the Wall
In Sangreal, the “liberal schismatics” are disassembling the wall of the city from the inside, while the “conservative schismatics” are rebuilding the wall in the wrong place, where there is no foundation. I do not equate the two “schisms”; for it is far worse to tear down the wall, attacking doctrine, than to violate the legalities of authority—which is still wrong. Many citizens have left Sangreal because of the confusion and on account of the discovery of a beautiful road out of Sangreal that leads to Sátirac.
The “liberal schismatics” work furiously with great success. The “conservative schismatics” likewise work furiously, but are periodically frustrated and bewildered when their wall collapses because it has no foundation. Those few who have not participated in either schism, and who have remained in Sangreal, attempt to rebuild the wall where it belongs, but they are inefficient and seem to work at cross-purposes. Both the “liberal” and “conservative” groups dislike them.
The assembly of Guardians peering up at the sky with their backs to the wall are those bishops and priests who, unfortunately, seem more concerned with politics, climate change, and the environment than with the salvation of souls. They take great pains to point out humanity’s obligations to the earth, but it is as if they are blind to the moral disintegration going on all around them and the vast number of souls in danger of damnation. Their focus seems to be on this passing globe of ours, and even if they were to overcome all disparity between rich and poor, eliminate all borders, permanently stabilize the earth’s climate, and make the earth again like the Garden of Eden, what will it have gained them if they shirk their moral responsibilities to the souls under their charge? Are not the spiritual environment and the moral climate of greater and lasting import? Aren’t these things, rather, the realm of their calling, their authority, and their responsibility?
The Two Living Ideas Applied to Sangreal
Morbilli appears on the path before Sangreal and retrieves the two living ideas. The episode confirms that the ideas of Obitus have even taken root among some in Sangreal, although Sangreal itself eschews them. Certain distinctions should be made, for often the difference between truth and error can be very slight. To demonstrate, it is necessary to expound for a bit.
First, let’s consider the error of the poor man’s envy—the error of the Union. It is a very good work to alleviate the needs of the poor. Nevertheless, it can be easy to lose sight of the fact that care for the poor, while important, is not actually the primary work of the Church, which is the salvation of souls. If we care for the physical wellbeing of the person but ignore his need for the Faith, we reduce the Church to just another philanthropic organization. If we stop saving men’s souls, the devil is not going to complain if we give the poor food and shelter. Surely, we should alleviate the needs of the poor—and even before sharing the Faith if necessary—however, teaching the Faith should follow, and we should attest to the Faith by our conduct in these good works.
In our day, there appears to be a tendency to equate poverty with holiness, as if poor people are saintly because of their poverty. Again, a distinction needs to be made. Poverty is one of the evangelical counsels—the others are chastity and obedience, not so highly touted these days as poverty—because poverty fosters patience, long-suffering, and detachment from the world. However, it is not the poverty itself, which is virtuous. Rather, it is the sprit of poverty, the patience, the detachment, but even these are only supernaturally virtuous if they are coupled with faith, because without faith it is impossible to please God.xviii Thus, when we see ideas of going to the poor without any intention of witnessing to the Faith or ideas equating the indigenous religions of the poor in pagan lands with the true religion, we should recognize these ideas are in error.
Further, there can be a tendency to embrace socialistic principles in order to combat poverty, principles that are actually opposed to charity. For example, certain church organizations work closely with governments, receive government funds, and even promote certain policy in government.xix Often, these policies concern taxes on rich people in order to assist the poor and fund various welfare programs. The problem with attacking poverty from this angle is it eliminates charity. Charity cannot flourish without free will. When a government taxes, it, in essence, holds a gun to the citizens being taxed. Taxes force citizens to give—but not out of the goodness of their hearts or of their own volition. Perhaps some feel this is no big deal. After all, in the communist way of looking at things, rich people are the cause of the suffering of the poor. Taking the money of the rich with force is merely “justice” in this system. The devil, however, has no qualms about helping the poor if no one is growing in charity.
Consider next the envy of the rich and learned man (the error of the College). We can fall into this error when we see there are many poor people in the world and that they are often having large families in spite of their poverty. The temptation is to stop or slow the population growth of these people. Perhaps we are concerned that the world cannot feed everyone or perhaps we feel sorry for the children born into poverty. Be that as it may, when we go this direction, we lose sight of the fact that all people are created for heaven. Whether they suffer poverty in this life or not, whether they die young or old, if they get to heaven, it will have been worth it. Heaven cannot be overpopulated! Or have we forgotten that God desires all men to become saints, and he gives to each one the grace he needs? Even in this material life, does God not know our needs? Does He not know every sparrow that falls from the sky?xx
Unfortunately, we have seen even Catholic organizations become ensnared in population control activities that are in direct violation to the teachings of the Churchxxi and which play directly into the devil’s hand. Bizarrely, both errors can even manifest themselves at once, where we canonize the poor while trying to eliminate the poor, which is not the same as relieving the poor or evangelizing the poor. Ultimately, these errors seem to be driven by a lack of faith.
Desecration of the Seventh Hill
The decisions being made in Sangreal encourage people who are in the state of mortal sin to approach Holy Communion, adding to their sins and their misery. The “liberal” Guardians disapprove of Rursonaut’s insistence that these persons first confess and resolve to amend their lives. Recall, for example, the episode of the revenants who come to drink from the spring on the seventh hill. Their latter state is even worse than their former state.
The desecration of the seventh hill is primarily the sacrilegious reception of Holy Communion. Yet a particular, ultimate desecration is alluded to and foreshadowed by images and animals (idols and false gods) coming into the city, pointing to St. Matthew 24:15:
 
“When therefore you shall see the abomination of desolation, which was spoken of by Daniel the prophet, standing in the holy place: he that readeth let him understand.”xxii
 
The Garden of the Seventh Hill
Both the inner garden and the Lady of the Garden represent Mary, the Mother of God.xxiii Without going far afield, the inner garden is more like what Mary does, and the Lady of the Garden is more like who Mary is. The water, which has its source at the summit of the seventh hill, is grace. While Mary is not the source of grace, all grace passes through her. He who is the source of grace (the summit of the seventh hill) is Jesus, God the Son. Him whom heaven could not contain was yet contained within Mary’s womb. This is the primary explanation of the paradox of containment mentioned in the twelfth chapter.
There is a second explanation of the inner garden, an analogy with a different meaning. In St. John’s Gospel, there are several marvelous passages about abiding. There is also a description given by Jesus in his prayer for his disciples, as follows:
 
That they all may be one, as thou, Father, in me, and I in thee; that they also may be one in us; that the world may believe that thou hast sent me. And the glory which thou hast given me, I have given to them; that they may be one, as we also are one: I in them, and thou in me; that they may be made perfect in one: and the world may know that thou hast sent me, and hast loved them, as thou hast also loved me. (St. John 17:21-23)xxiv
 
Thus, the inner garden represents the soul of each of us and our interior spiritual life, as Christ is born in our own soul and abides with us and we with him. So much more could be said of the spiritual life, and so much more has been said. Anyone interested in pursuing this topic more should read books such as Imitation of Christ by Thomas á Kempisxxv, Humility of Heart by Fr. Cajetan Mary da Bergamoxxvi, Introduction to the Devout Life by St. Francis de Salesxxvii, and The Interior Castle by St. Teresa of Avila.xxviii
It is noteworthy that “The Lady of the Garden” is the twelfth chapter, alluding to Apocalypse chapter twelve.xxix Also of note is that the Prince, during his council, mentions in passing that the enemy has placed his army under the queen’s command. This statement alludes to God’s desire that Russia be consecrated to the Immaculate Heart of Mary.xxx In this story, it also alludes to the eventual defeat of Obitus and the Prince at her hand.
The Trial of Rursonaut
Descending the seventh hill, Michael, John, and Rursonaut witness an unearthly spectacle. A strange phantom appears, giving a warning that comes in four sayings:
First, the apparition says, “For some, there is no wheat. For some, there is no barley. But through the streets flow oil and wine, a cup thereof, aplenty!” By this, she warns of the four riders of the apocalypse through the four commodities of wheat, barley, wine, and oil.xxxi She further warns of the persecutions of the faithful and the spilling of their blood when she says, “a cup thereof, aplenty” and of the danger Rursonaut will face the next day. 
Second, she says, “The gates are closed, your hearts show pallor. Shame is your boast, and fear is your valor.” By this she warns that the gates (the Sacraments) will be locked away and inaccessible and that it will be considered valor to avoid the Sacraments for fear of something unnamed.
Her third warning is related to the second: “Soft irons and fetters, not worn by your betters, are yours for the setters of wood, paint, and stone, in the hearth of your home.” She warns that, as punishment for the sacrileges and idolatries in Sangreal, the people will soon choose to cover their faces, something they would normally only do out of shame. They won’t be ashamed, however. Instead, they will consider themselves virtuous precisely because they are wearing these coverings. Ironically, this period of covered mouths will occur during a time of unprecedented censorship, where unofficial or unpopular narratives are silenced.
Finally, the specter declares, “With words warped and long, assured of no wrong, you babble on, a captivating song.” In this final statement, the apparition warns of a captivity brought about by the twisted sayings and tiresome ramblings of the false prophets who essentially deny the possibility of sin or eternal punishment. In this warning, the specter very nearly says the syllables, “Babylonian captivity.” I think there are significant parallels between our present day in the Church and the Babylonian captivity in the Old Testament.
At Rursonaut’s trial, we find out that Eglon actually is well thought of in Sangreal and has a position of authority. He is the head of a department or organization that roots out dissenters from the “new orthodoxy.” He hides his methods behind a soft-spoken manner.
The Dream
Michael’s dream about the three headed cloud is an actual, real, and vivid dream I, the author, had sometime in the late 1990s or early 2000s. Rursonaut provides a possible explanation of the dream. Truly, the dream could mean absolutely nothing. I am of the opinion that it could have meaning, for it was not until years later when running across Ezekiel 21 and 22 that I learned the “language of the clapping” refers to passing judgment:
 
“And I will clap my hands together, and will satisfy my indignation: I the Lord have spoken” (Ezekiel 21:17).xxxii
 
Consider then Ezekiel 22, verses 1-15 (emphasis mine):
 
And the word of the Lord came to me, saying: And thou son of man, dost thou not judge, dost thou not judge the city of blood? And thou shalt show her all her abominations, and shalt say: Thus saith the Lord God: This is the city that sheddeth blood in the midst of her, that her time may come: and that hath made idols against herself, to defile herself. Thou art become guilty in thy blood which thou hast shed: and thou art defiled in thy idols which thou hast made: and thou hast made thy days to draw near, and hast brought on the time of thy years: therefore have I made thee a reproach to the Gentiles, and a mockery to all countries. Those that are near, and those that are far from thee, shall triumph over thee: thou filthy one, infamous, great in destruction.
Behold the princes of Israel, every one hath employed his arm in thee to shed blood. They have abused father and mother in thee, they have oppressed the stranger in the midst of thee, they have grieved the fatherless and widow in thee. Thou hast despised my sanctuaries, and profaned my sabbaths. Slanderers have been in thee to shed blood, and they have eaten upon the mountains in thee, they have committed wickedness in the midst of thee. They have discovered the nakedness of their father in thee, they have humbled the uncleanness of the menstruous woman in thee.
And every one hath committed abomination with his neighbour's wife, and the father in law hath wickedly defiled his daughter in law, the brother hath oppressed his sister the daughter of his father in thee. They have taken gifts in thee to shed blood: thou hast taken usury and increase, and hast covetously oppressed thy neighbours: and thou hast forgotten me, saith the Lord God. Behold, I have clapped my hands at thy covetousness, which thou hast exercised: and at the blood that hath been shed in the midst of thee. Shall thy heart endure, or shall thy hands prevail in the days which I will bring upon thee: I the Lord have spoken, and will do it. And I will disperse thee in the nations, and will scatter thee among the countries, and I will put an end to thy uncleanness in thee.xxxiii
 
Likewise, the words “the time has come,” which seemed to correspond with the clapping of the hands in the dream, look very similar to the phrase from Ezekiel above, “that her time may come.” 
For completeness, in the actual dream, the cloud appeared over Dallas.xxxiv In fact, the location of the dream was so precise, I could even tell the exact intersection where I was standing in my dream when I saw the cloud appear. The descriptions of the abominations of Ezekiel 22 seem applicable to Dallas (but not to Dallas alone) and it gives me grave concern. For the Roe v. Wade decision, which is responsible for the shedding of so much blood in these United States, has its roots in Dallas. Consider also Ezekiel 22:26-27:
 
Her priests have despised my law, and have defiled my sanctuaries: they have put no difference between holy and profane: nor have distinguished between the polluted and the clean: and they have turned away their eyes from my sabbaths, and I was profaned in the midst of them. Her princes in the midst of her, are like wolves ravening the prey to shed blood, and to destroy souls, and to run after gains through covetousness.xxxv
 
Is this not reminiscent of the situation in Dallas where the pedophile/homosexual priest scandal broke?xxxvi Is it not also reminiscent of recent events regarding the Amazonian Synod or of suggestions that adulterers may receive Holy Communion?
In chapter twelve, the Lady states, “Already the Guardians are starting to oppose one another.” This references the apparition of Our Lady of Akita, specifically, “[O]ne will see cardinals opposing cardinals, and bishops against other bishops.”xxxvii Such appears to be the case with respect to Amoris Laetitia and the Synod on the Family.
The Lady tells Michael, “In the meantime, offer yourself without reserve to the King. Be prepared to suffer patiently. Return often, if only in your mind, to this garden. It is both a strong shield and a powerful weapon.” This command is a simplified and slightly veiled description of what Our Lady asked of the children (and us) at Fatima: to make sacrifices for sinners and to console Our Lord; to make acts of reparation especially for sins committed against the Immaculate Heart of Mary; and to pray the rosary daily.xxxviii
The dialogue with the Lady of the Garden is not meant to put words in Our Lady's mouth but to reiterate words spoken at Fatima, Akita, and Quito. When the Lady in the story talks of Obitus, Sátirac, etc., it is merely intended to tie the fantasy together with its explanation.
Signs of the Times
There is something more to be said about the episode of the man in the pit.
We know from history that homosexuality is not something new to our time. We see examples of it various places, including ancient Greece, although there were Athenian laws, which specified penalties at least for certain aspects of it.xxxix What we don’t see, however, even in ancient Greece, is a law or legal process equating a homosexual "union" with marriage. In other words, we do not see these ancients writing marriage documents between persons of the same sex. The Greeks understood marriage was an institution for the propagation of the human race.xl The practice of writing such documents between two men or two women is, however, now occurring in our day.
Nevertheless, writing such documents is not altogether without precedent. There is evidence that such documents were written at a much earlier time than the ancient Greeks, as recorded in rabbinic passages in Midrashic literature, such as:
 
“Rabbi Huna in the name of Rabbi Yosef (said): The generation of the Flood was not wiped out until they wrote gemumasi’ot for (the union of a man to) a male or to an animal.”xli
 
In other words, God did not bring about the great deluge until men began to equate their sexual perversions with the institute of marriage. This is not a good sign for our day if we are looking to avoid the chastisements of God.
Further, the symbol of the rainbow chosen by homosexual activists in our day cannot be divorced from this history, wherein God sent the rainbow as a promise never again to flood the entire world. The homosexual adoption of the rainbow is a mockery directed at God's justice for punishing sexual perversion and a mockery of his mercy, which the rainbow should symbolize. Are proponents of homosexuality telling God, "Bring it on?” 
There is a second sign to consider. In the account of the third secret of Fatima, Sr. Lucia recounts, “And we saw…a bishop dressed in White 'we had the impression that it was the Holy Father.’”.xlii This is a rather odd thing to say. What bishop in white would not be the Pope? Why would she say they had only the impression he was the Holy Father? Yet, even without going into the weeds of anti-popes or sedevacantism, we have a situation today where this phrasing might make sense. There is presently, in 2021, a second bishop in white still alive, who was the Pope but has abdicated. To my knowledge, no Pope before this has retained the white cassock after abdicating. If nothing more, could that detail in the secret be meant to identify a time?
The Book’s Title
The title of the book is drawn from Romans 8:22-23.
 
For we know that every creature groaneth and travaileth in pain, even till now. And not only it, but ourselves also, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, even we ourselves groan within ourselves, waiting for the adoption of the sons of God, the redemption of our body.xliii 
 
An Urgent Plea
Sometimes reality is darker than fantasy, and fantasy is necessary to draw attention to reality.
There is a war taking place right now in every part of the world between the forces of good and evil. It is a war for souls, and souls are the battleground. The demonic armies are not summoning their strength in a distant land to besiege us; they have already done that. They are milling about us at their leisure, for we have become the instruments of our own destruction. We have embraced the extermination of the human race by accepting contraception, abortion, homosexuality, and divorce into our society. In essence, we are destroying the family, the basic unit of society. The end of these sins is death, and it is only a matter of time before nations perish or God intervenes.
Heaven has sent dire warnings, not least of which were the apparitions of Our Lady in Fatima, Portugal. This story attempts to point to her message.
In this book, I have drawn parallels between present-day events and the Apocalypse of St. John, and this has certainly involved the use of artistic license and a good deal of conjecture. Nevertheless, there is one line that points to the diabolical nature of our conflict and its relation to our culture of death, which I do not think we can ignore:
 
“...And they had over them A king, the angel of the bottomless pit; whose name in Hebrew is Abaddon, and in Greek Apollyon; in Latin Exterminans.” (Apocalypse 9:10-11)xliv
 
The goal of the enemy is our extermination, both temporal and spiritual. We are not only cooperating with that goal, we are exporting it throughout the entire world.
Yet there is hope in the reign of Jesus Christ and salvation to be found within His Catholic Church, even amid the sins, scandals, and failings of her leaders and members. Seek conversion—before it’s too late. Learn about the message of Fatima. As Mary stays the just hand of her Son, she is our final appeal before the court of God’s justice. We need to listen to what she asks of us, and respond with true conversion of heart, penance, and prayer. We cannot continue filling up the cup of Divine vengeance with our sins, sacrilege, and indifference.
Final Points
No part of this fantasy should be construed as revelation. The author had an unusual dream and wrote a story relating it to approved private revelations in order to draw attention to those revelations (particularly the apparitions of Our Lady of Fatima, Our Lady of Akita, and Our Lady of Quito). The call to repentance is part of those approved apparitions. That the world in this present day stands in need of repentance should be self-evident.
Even if the author’s dream was meaningless, false, or a deception—or even if it had never occurred—it would not change the message of the approved apparitions mentioned above, the need for repentance, the possibility of a chastisement, or the sense of urgency.
This story is not a prediction of the dates of any apocalyptic events. The end of the world will come sometime. When we die, we will be judged. It is best to be prepared for those eventualities.
“Penance! Penance! Penance!”
- The angel of the third secret of Fatimaxlv
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