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CHAPTER 15

Brandon woke up the next morning early. Once again, he realized he had not been sleeping much at all. This time however, he did not care at all. He was ready for anything today.


He ran all the way to the courtyard, never once running out of breath, never once stopping for anything. As he reached the courtyard, he stepped into his usual place in line. General Bhreyd was just ready to give his speech. He rode in on his white horse. His green armor glistened in the light of dawn. “Today, some of you will prove yourselves to be great Knights. Some of you will prove to be cowards. And in all honesty, some of you will die today. However, none of you will die in vain, except for the aforementioned cowards. I hope this little speech has raised your spirits greatly.” He said sarcastically. “At any rate, I will go over the briefing once more, this time with all the details.” He cleared his throat, and began the briefing. “The quickest route to Lapis is through the Silver Woods. This is Goblin territory, and it is likely will we have to set up camp there for one night. Four of you will take turns being the lookout on this night. I will decide who these people will be as soon as we decide to set up camp. Once we are out of the Silver Woods, it is smooth sailing until we reach Lapis. As I said, there will be two squads. Squad B will attempt to reason with the rebels, squad A will protect the Castle. I will lead squad B. The Leader of Squad A will be Brandon.” All the cadets stared at Brandon in disbelief. They all knew of his powers, but it was still a shock that he would lead so early in his career of knighthood. Brandon gave an embarrassed, yet proud smile. His face was red. “At any rate,” Bhreyd continued on. “Squad B will give the rebel faction two days to surrender. During this time, Squad A must be on guard for the rebels in the event that they become threatened by our presence and begin to start their attack earlier then planned. Should this happen, you are to use extreme force. You will all be issued finer armor and weapons. And one more thing:” he added. “Gren Randler is no longer with us. He has left the Yoichi Knights in the pursuit of another career.”

Brandon was shocked and saddened. He couldn’t help but blame himself. His face went white. “Are there any Questions?” asked Bhreyd. A soldier with Green hair stepped forward. “Yo! Will we keep the weapons and armor we are issued?” he asked. Bhreyd smiled, and nodded. “Yeah, sure. If you’re still alive.” “Sweet.” Replied the green haired boy. Bhreyd then looked at the courtyard, at the formation of soldiers evenly parted into two groups, as always. “You. The left half.” He said pointing to the left group of soldiers. “You will be Squad A, except for Karolyn--you will be with me.” Karolyn beamed. “Yes sir.” She said, trying to contain her joy. “The rest of you will make up Squad B. Is that understood?” the entire corps saluted. “Yes sir!” the chorus rang out affirmatively. “Until we get to Lapis, we will all be one group led by me. Let’s head out of the west gate of the castle. We will stop to pick up equipment, and leave.” The soldiers all received their equipment. They had received blue helmets made of steel, blue shields adorned with Yoichi’s, swords made of amethyst, and blue-plate armor and leggings. Brandon equipped all of these, but refused the sword, as he wanted his fathers trusty blade. They all filed into three lines behind Bhreyd, and headed for the silver woods.

CHAPTER 16


As the Yoichi Knights headed into the silver woods, it became apparent why these had been named as such. They were all completely gray, as if drained of all life. “These woods were transformed to this during a battle between two wizards. One of the wizards drained this forest of all its energy, in order to complete a powerful spell to overthrow the other. Since then, it has become a nesting ground for Goblins.” Bhreyd explained. Brandon remained ever cautious. Karolyn seemed composed, as always. She wouldn’t want to disappoint Bhreyd, after all. 


It still wasn’t the same without Gren, after all. Brandon still felt responsible for what happened. This made him angry, because he knew he shouldn’t have to. He was just doing his job as a Knight, after all. Why should he feel sorry for that jealous bastard? He could not believe Gren would go so far as to leave the Knights for good. He couldn’t be… AUUUUUGGGGHHH!” 
There came a scream from behind him. A knight had gotten his skull bashed in by a group of 5 goblins. “Assume Battle Positions!” announced General Bhreyd. “Kehkehkeh!” Squealed one of the goblins, bearing his sharp teeth. The goblins were brown skinned, had broad faces, and pointy eyes and ears. Their eyes were red as blood. They each carried crudely fashioned axes. The same green haired knight who had asked if they could keep their equipment charged forward. Screaming a battle cry, he charged forward at one of the goblins. The green haired knight finished with a downward strike. The goblin raised his axe to block it, but it was crudely fashioned, and the knights amethyst sword broke it in twain. The goblin was scared for his life. The green haired knight showed it no mercy, however, as it was a creature of darkness. He plunged his blade through the goblin's throat; blood spurted out of the artery. The knight jerked his sword out of the goblins throat. The goblin was dead before it even hit the ground. Another Goblin rushed forward at the green haired knight. The knight did three consecutive back flips out of the way. The goblin foolishly ran toward him at full speed, the knight sidestepped the blow and smashed the goblin in the face with his shield. The goblin was stunned, and clutched his face in pain. The knight took this opportunity and shot the sword straight up through the goblins chin and out of his head. The goblin slumped to the floor. The other three goblins, having seen the fates that befell their comrades, stepped back sheepishly a few paces, then broke into a run. Bhreyd was very much impressed by this. “What is your name, soldier?” asked Bhreyd. The green haired man turned around. His blue eyes lit up. “Yo! Names’ Ashlock Winters, but you can call me Winters, ‘kay pops?” Bhreyd’s eyes narrowed. He was always pretty strict on respect and formalities after all, but then again, Brandon couldn’t think of anyone who deserved it more. “You will address me as sir, or you will be dismissed. Is that understood? Winters was undaunted. “Sure thing po-, uh… sir.” Bhreyd was even more irritated. “You mean yes sir.” He said angrily. “Yes sir!” replied the boy. “Brandon, you take him. He is now assigned to squad A.” Brandon gave a look of puzzlement. “Uh…me, sir?” His eyes widened. “Oh! I mean…uh, ahem, yes sir!” he replied affirmatively. Ashlock, (or Winters, as it were.) strutted on over to Brandon with a goofy smile on his face. “Names Winters! Pleased ta meetcha, Cap’n!” he said casually, while shaking his hand furiously. “Uh, hi.” Replied Brandon. Bhreyd shook his head. “It’s getting dark. A couple more hours of walking and we will set up camp.” He lowered his head. 

“I hope to god we get out of here soon.” Bhreyd thought.

CHAPTER 17


For lack of a better term, the silver Woods freaked the hell out of Brandon. Nighttime was a horrible place to be in these woods. Trees seemed alive. Unearthly noises seemed to come from every direction. Brandon felt he could take on just about any monster or knight without fear, but he had to admit, the undead and supernatural scared the crap out of him. Winters didn’t seem scared about much of anything, but Brandon did not believe this was because of unwavering bravery; he believed it was due more to the fact that he was a fool. But he had a heart of gold, as most fools did.


They passed several more spooky trees, each time Brandon passed one, he could almost swear they were whispering to him.

Get out.

Leave.

You are not welcome here. 

Brandon shuddered. Suddenly an abrupt noise came from the left. He spun to greet it, but found it was just Winters whistling a merry tune. Winters turned to him and winked. Brandon sighed. He couldn’t believe this dumbass. In the middle of the goblin-infested wood, here was this pokey little green haired guy, whistling like nothings going on. In a way, Brandon envied him. 

“Hey! Are we there yet?” asked Winters in a whiny voice. “Company: Halt!” said Bhreyd. He turned around from his position at the front of the line, and marched over to Winters. “S’there a problem, sir?” asked Winters, unsuspecting. Bhreyd raised his fist into the air, and bought it down hard upon Winter’s helmet. Winters face hit the ground hard.


“Owwww…” Groaned Winters. “Whadja do that for?” Bhreyd lifted his face up off the dirt by pulling up on Winter’s green ponytail. “Shut up. For the love of god, shut up. Do not open your mouth unless I speak to you. Do you understand me?” Winters sighed. “Yes, sir.”

Winters was pretty much silent until they reached a clearing. It was there that Bhreyd decided that they would set up camp. “Okay.” Started general Bhreyd. “Lookout after bedtime will be… lets see, now…” He paused and looked around at the troops. “Okay. Lookout will be myself, Brandon, Karolyn, and Winters, in that order.” Winters gave a look of displeasure. “Hey, hold on a minute. How come I gotta go last, and get the least amount of sleep, huh?” Bhreyd answered his question with an as-a-matter-of-fact voice. “Because you’re a dumbass. I though I told you not to talk.”  Winters fell silent. “All right. Now we will eat.” Winters groaned. “Oh well. I never sleep anyway.” 

Winters munched on his rations nonchalantly. The food wasn’t exactly gourmet, but it didn’t taste awful. “Tolerable” would have been a good way to describe it. To Brandon, it only served as a reminder of how good his sisters cooking was. He wondered how his sister fared. She was always good at taking care of herself. He still missed her deeply, though. He decided he would talk to Karolyn. He wondered how she was doing. 

“So, uh…, Karolyn, how’s your food?” he quickly turned red. What the hell was that? “How’s your food?” what a total loser. 

“It’s edible,” was her only reply. 


Brandon decided he would change the subject to something that was, oh, I don’t know… not stupid. “So anyway, are you excited about tomorrows mission?”


“I am excited about any opportunity to prove myself to the General.” 
“I see.” Replied Brandon.  He decided it was futile to continue this conversation further. He was tired anyway. Backing away sheepishly, he gave a lame farewell. “Well, I guess I’ll hit the sack. It was nice talking to you, Karolyn.”

“Whatever.”


Brandon decided that night that he would talk to Karolyn more often, see if he could get her to open up more. “She seems like a nice girl.”  Thought Brandon to himself. He fell asleep inside the tent until he would be called for lookout duty.

CHAPTER 18

“Brandon. Brandon! Get up!” it was General Bhreyd's voice coming from outside the tent. “It’s your turn for guard duty. You need to get up now.” Brandon, half asleep, stumbled out of the tent. He sat by the fire, slapping himself a little to wake himself up. 


Psst…

A voice came from the shadows of the tents. 

Hey, you…


With Sword drawn, Brandon whirled around the tent ready to face his opponent. “Hey now, you could put an eye out with that thing!” said the voice from the shadows. It was only Winters, from behind the tent. He stepped out, his face slowly became more illuminated as he came closer to the campfire. “Hey, Bro!” he uttered softly. Brandon sheathed his sword, and smiled warmly. “Hey Winters. You should get to bed.” Winters gave a soft laugh. “I never sleep.” He whispered, with a confident tone of voice. “Anyways, I just thought I’d talk to you. You seem like a swell guy, that you do!” he said, chuckling in mid-sentence. “So Brandon.” He began. “Talk.” 


Brandon decided that, what the hell, he would talk to Winters. He seemed like a nice enough guy. “Winters, what drove you to be here? You seem way too happy-go-lucky to be in a place like this.” Frowning, Winters gave his answer. “Hey, now.” He began sheepishly. “That’s not very nice. This is the way I act, but I think you know I can get serious. Didja see the way I kicked the crap out of those ass-faced goblins? Man, I was good!” He started making sword thrusts, sans the actual sword. He grunted occasionally for emphasis. “Now that’s talent.” A look of realization appeared on Winters' face. “Oh yeah, your question! I guess I joined… to help my family.”


Brandon’s eyes grew wide. This seemed like a story he could relate to. “Family?” he stated with obvious interest. Winters beamed. “Yeah, my family! I guess they're not my real family. My real parents died during an epidemic when I was young. I was found crying at their grave. I was taken to a run down orphanage. The landlord was a real jackass. We had little food, and we got hit a lot. One day, I was adopted by a nice middle-aged couple. They weren’t wealthy, but they had more money then they needed, and they were unable to have children. So they took me in! However, lately, inflation has gone up. The costs of living for the three of us rose, and soon my parents were unable to pay their taxes. They were to be sent to jail, but the tax collector saw me playing out in the backyard with my sword. I loved the art of swordsmanship. I must’ve’ been about 13 or 14 then. Anywho, the tax collector saw my skills, and told me about my parents predicament. He reassured me, and told me that because soldiers were in demand, he would let my parents debt problem slide in return for my services here.” 


Brandon paused, absorbing the whole story. “I think you and I are going to get along fine, Winters. I’m a lot a like you. My father was a knight, and I seek to live up to him. He died long ago however. Shortly after, my mother passed away. My sister, Merideth, has been taking care of us doing odd jobs around town. I miss her. At first, I thought this was just living up to my father. But now, I realize I must protect what I love.” He smiled warmly at winters. Winters returned it equally. 

Brandon. It is my turn to be on guard duty. 

It was Karolyn. The fact that she knew exactly when her turn was indicated that she had not gotten any sleep prior to this. She seemed fine however. “Uh… okay.” Brandon stated awkwardly. “Winters, you sleeping?” Winters grinned. “I never sleep.” He began. “…but I suppose I could try!” he picked himself up off the ground and followed Brandon to the tent. “Hey Karolyn?” Brandon called out. “It wouldn’t hurt to open up a bit, y’know?” Karolyn’s expression did not change.

I have no use for idle chat. I have saved my words for one purpose. 


Brandon looked like he was about to reply, but Winters stopped him. “Hey, forget it, man.” He said, his head shaking. They both trekked back to the tent, and lay on their beds. Brandon was happy he had found a new friend in Winters, but something still felt wrong. He knew what it was.

“Gren…” he thought to himself. He secretly felt responsible for his leaving. He wondered if he would ever return.

CHAPTER 19


The first sounds Brandon heard after he descended into sleep were the painful screams of his comrades. These were soon followed by the smell of smoke and hellfire. These smells also came from his own tent, as it too was on fire. He jumped up, slid into his armor, grabbed his sword and dashed out of the tent. 


The campsite was swarming with goblins. Some had torches, and they had lit the campsite ablaze. In the distance, he could make out General Bhreyd and Karolyn, Standing back-to-back, swords drawn, and surrounded by goblins. They both took off at the same time. Karolyn cleaved the heads off of two goblins with one swing; their grotesque faces flew across the campsite and landed in the central fire pit. Their bodies slumped to the ground. Another goblin ran At Karolyn, making a horizontal slash with a makeshift scythe. Karolyn ducked under the swiping blade, then jumped up in the air and brought her sword crashing down upon the goblin. Its skull was cleaved in two, and gave a final, dying scream. 


Bhreyd seemed to be doing equally well. The goblins seemed afraid of him already; their knees were shaking all over the place. Bhreyd swung his sword wildly, each time a small blast of energy came firing out of his blade. The shots pierced through the goblins like arrows, blood came from their wounds. 


The rest of the goblins ran away in a mad dash. If there was one thing that was fortunate, it was that these goblins were extremely cowardly. Upon their retreat, Bhreyd gave out a few orders. “Karolyn. There is a lake a few miles back. Take a few men, some of these buckets, and get some water. It’s doubtful it will be enough to put all out at once, but it will slow it down some. You may have to make two or three trips. The rest of you, stack up the bodies of anyone we have lost. You too, winters.”


Bhreyd paused, and whirled around. “Where is Winters?” he asked frantically. Brandon gasped. 
The flaming tent… the goblins…Winters! Winters was still in the burning tent!


“Shit!” exclaimed Brandon. He ran back to the tent, tears streaming down his face all the while. Opining the tent flap, he rushed in and whirled about frantically, searching for Winters. 

Hey…came a weak voice from the other bed in the tent. It was Winters. One of the beams that held up the tent had fallen on him. He was trapped. “Didja forget something?” he said weakly. Ignoring the comment, Brandon made a mad dash for the beam. He tried his hardest to lift it off of Winters, but it was to no avail. “Winters! Wait here! I’ll get help!” Brandon ran outside. Half the fires were out, but Karolyn was still gone on another trip to the lake. Chaos was everywhere. Men wept for their fallen comrades. The crackle of flames could still be heard. “Somebody help me!” Brandon called. However, there was too much noise for anybody to hear him. “Help me! Please!” he screamed louder. But it was still to no avail. Weeping, Brandon fell to his knees. “Help me…” he said through clenched teeth. He walked back into the tent. Winters was still alive, albeit barely. 


Brandon’s eyes couldn’t even meet Winters.’ He was so ashamed. This was his fault. In the confusion of the attack, he failed to remember Winters. It was all his fault. His next thoughts weren’t just negative thinking, however. Winters was going to die. Of that he was almost certain. Nobody would help him, and Karolyn wouldn’t be here in time. Tears came down faster then ever before. “Winters, I…” 

Hey…said Winters in a soft voice. Brandon looked up and met winters gaze.


At that moment, Brandon hated Winters. His fists clenched. He looked Winters straight in the eyes, and he became full of rage. He felt this way because here his friend was, lying on his deathbed, and amidst the smell of flames, the screams of sorrow, and the panic and chaos…

Winters was smiling.

The stupid bastard was still smiling! Brandon couldn’t believe this! Winters didn’t hate him. That’s what he hated more then anything. Winters should hate him. He felt it was the only way to get retribution. “Brandon, you’re not mad at me, are you?” Winters asked in a soft voice. Brandon gave a half chuckle, half sigh, and gave his reply. “No. Of course not. Do you… hate me?” Brandon’s eyes were full of anxiety. Winters gave a weak laugh. “Never. I could never hate you, Brandon. Look, don’t you worry about me. It’s me, buddy! I’ll be fine! You take care of yourself. And…” he grinned slyly. “Be sure to tell me if you ever manage to get in the sack with Karolyn, alright?” Brandon’s mouth went agape. “WHAT?!?” he said, disgusted by both the inappropriateness and the ill timing of the comment. Winters laughed harder then Brandon had ever heard. “Just kidding, buddy! Just kidding! Seriously, don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself, all right? You make your father proud. Don’t give up. This is what you were born to do, Brandon. You can’t deny it.” He smiled. “Fine time for me to fall asleep, huh?” he gave a weak laugh. “I thought you never sleep.” Said Brandon with a smile. Winters chuckled. “I did say that, didn’t I?” He smiled. “Brandon, don’t ever change, okay?” Brandon nodded. Winter smiled once more closed his eyes, and soon after, his body went limp.


Soon after, Bhreyd helped Brandon lift the beam off of Winters. Brandon carried him outside. Shortly after, Karolyn doused the fire on the tent. Brandon walked out of the tent, tears streaming down his face. He carried winters limp and crippled body. There was still a smile on Winters’ face, a clown to the end. Brandon laid him with the rest of the dead soldiers. Winters, nor any of the soldiers, would receive a proper burial. Brandon walked away and headed for a near by tree. He couldn’t bring himself to turn around.

Under the full moon, in the Silver Woods, illuminated by flames, Ashlock Winters died.

CHAPTER 20


Brandon didn’t care about having to see general Bhreyd in his tent. Miraculously, it was the only one that survived the flames. The irony was sickening. He knew he was responsible for the death of Winters. He didn’t care about much of anything at all anymore. 


“So let me get this straight.” Began Bhreyd. “You ran outside, did nothing but stare around, and you realized you left your comrade to burn alive. Well, that’s just terrific.” 


“I didn’t mean to. There was an urgent matter and I…”

“The hell with your urgent matters!” Bhreyd snapped. “Did you think I made you one of the squad leaders so you could pussy-foot around all day? Huh?” he stared Brandon down. 


“You are responsible for the lives of your men. They are a part of the team, and therefore, a part of you.”


“I tried to save…” Brandon began.

“It wasn’t enough! You were too late I can’t…”


Brandon stood up and gave Bhreyd an icy stare. “Then discharge me. I don’t want to be here anymore. This isn’t what I thought it would be. I thought I would be helping people. This was a senseless blood fest that no one gained anything from.”


“Some battles are like that.” Bhreyd said. “Not all battles are worth fighting. These are just a bunch of lowly goblins. Did you think I wanted to waste time attacking them? Hell no! I would have liked to have avoided combat here as well. But it’s not always your decision. You understand…?” He smiled. “I think this may have been a good experience for you.”


Brandon stared at him in shock. “How can you say that? My best friend just died! I’ve just gone through hell! That’s exactly what this is! This is hell! Joining this army has bought me nothing but hell!”


Bhreyd gave him a stern look and stared straight in his eyes. 

“What did you think war was?”


Brandon was speechless. He was right. What did he expect? Fun? A goddamn joyride? This was war! People die! He could die! The impact of that thought seemed totally stuck in his mind. He was going to die if he stayed here. His abilities… his rank… they all meant nothing. Everyone he cared about here would die. 


“I want to go home. I resign.”

“Well,” said Bhreyd. “I guess you can, but we’d get to keep your equipment, (save your sword), and it’s not like were gonna send someone to escort you back. So basically, you’d have to navigate through these woods yourself, with nothing but a sword. Think you can handle it?” Bheyd finished his little tirade. Brandon sighed. “I'll finish the mission, that’s it. Then I’m leaving.” 


Bhreyd snorted with contempt. “Fine.” 

“And I also don’t want to be a squad leader anymore.” Bhreyd sat down in a chair. “Look. I said this was a good experience for you, because now you have some sort of grasp of the magnitude of what you have gotten yourself into. But you are good, and the men like you. You’re very caring, skilled, and have a leaders instinct.”


“Then why couldn’t I save Winters?!?!” 

Bhreyd slapped Brandon in the face. His metal gauntlet struck his skin with great force. Blood went down Brandon’s cheek. 


“Are you gonna stop pitying yourself? If Winters was your friend, is this what he would want for you? He knows your good at this! This is what you were born to do! Are you just going to ignore his last request?” 


Brandon stared off into space. He would honor Winters. And he would care for his men from now on. 


His only wish was that he could turn back time. 

CHAPTER 21


Brandon found a spot on the ground outside near the main tent. No more did he care bout watching for goblins or what-have-you, his only desire was merely to lie down, close his eyes, and drift into nothingness. He gave a mighty yawn, and did just that.

*     *     *


“So it’s you…”

Brandon awoke to find he was surrounded by absolute nothingness. There appeared to be some sort of ground where he could stand, but it was not discernable from the rest of the void. 

“That’s right. You…” 


Brandon frantically whirled about in search of the origin of the voice that just spoke to him. “Who’s there?” he demanded angrily. 

“You don’t remember…?”

The low voice spoke once again.

“Remember… what the hell are you talking about? Who are you?!”


The voice gave a low sounding chuckle, and then slowly emerged from the shadows in front of Brandon. He was dressed in a long, black cloak, which was adorned with silver twine along the sleeves. I silver crescent adorned the front of the garment, which glistened even though there was no light, like a teardrop in the moonlight. His head was adorned with a black, cloth headpiece that revealed only his eyes. And his eyes burned Brandon’s soul like hot coals. 


And yet… there was something… familiar…

“It seems you’ve finally come," prophesized the man. 

Brandon shook his head.

“Finally…what are you talking about? Please tell me who you are!”


“You seek to be the best.” Spoke the man, purposely changing the conversation. “But you couldn’t even save your friend. You are pathetic.” 

“I am not pathetic! I tried to save him! And if I had just remembered he was in there, I could’ve saved him! I could’ve! And I wish I had…”


“Oh, so you think even if you were there, you would’ve made a difference, do you?”

At that moment, the void around him became matter. It took form, and shape, like some sort of insect coming out of a cocoon. Finally, the black void became a painful memory for Brandon. It was last night. The fire raged all around him and he could smell dust and blood in the air. And there, right in front of him, was Winters, trapped under the same beam. And next to him, was Brandon, trying to pull it off. 


“Winters!” yelled Brandon while making a mad dash to help the past Brandon pull off the beam. He made a grasp for the old, wood trunk, and his hands went straight through it.


“This is only a manifestation of things past.” Spoke the old man, tauntingly. “And you can’t change the past.” 


Brandon slumped to his knees. “Why do you want me to see this? You must be enjoying watching me suffer so.” 


The man shook his head. “Look.” He ordered, while pointing a finger toward the spectacle. Brandon was still trying frantically to move the beam off his friend. 


“Look at you.” Said the cloaked man. “Here you are, trying helplessly to move the beam off your beloved friend. Pathetic. Just look at you… struggling in vain to…”

“You are trying to make me suffer!” screamed Brandon in desperation. “Where the hell are you going with this? If there’s a point to any of this, then just cut straight to it, okay?”


“Humph. Fine.” Stated the man. “You can’t move the beam. No matter how hard you tried. If you had gotten there earlier, would it have made any difference? No mater what time you got there, you still couldn’t have saved him. It makes no difference.”


Brandon was furious. He slowly heaved himself off the ground, clenched his teeth and his fist, and charged at the man in black. Brandon threw is fist straight at him with full force.


However, the man in black seemed to glide away effortlessly, leaving a trail of copies of himself behind him, each one disappearing instantly, as if he were a shadow come to life. He reappeared behind Brandon. 


“With such brute force and weak skills, you cannot hope to even touch me.” Stated the man blankly. “A well honed combination of both is required in order to defeat me. Also… you 

just have a clear head, and nerves of steel. Both of which are extremely far away from your grasp at this point.”

“Just shut up!” Brandon said. “Okay, fine. So I’m totally helpless, there’s no way in hell I could have saved my friend, and I have no nerves or skill. There. Is that the point you were trying to make when you showed me all this? Are you satisfied?” 


“Believe in yourself.” Said the man in black. The vision disappeared, and there was a black void once again.

Brandon stepped back. He was visibly shocked. His knees became jelly, and it was as if an earthquake was going on, the way he sloppily held his stance.

“B-Believe in myself?”

“That’s right. That’s the point I have been trying to make. You couldn’t save him. Why? Because you didn’t believe you could. When most people throughout history received a power like yours, they gained confidence, whereas you seem to have lost your nerve completely. Why? Because you’re afraid of this power. Because you think you can only use it for pain and suffering. You are terrified of it, and because of this, you doubt yourself, and because of that, you doubt your very existence.”


“So what? I still couldn’t have saved him anyway right?”

“You see? There you go again. Doubting yourself. Making excuses. If you believed you could have saved him, he would still be alive right now. But it’s too late to change this. If you believe in yourself, and you have a strong nerve, you will use your sword to protect. And if you do this well enough, I guarantee you will see Winters again. I promise.”

Brandon sighed in acceptance. “One thing still bothers me. How is it you know this? The flames, the goblins, Winters’ death. You weren’t there, so how can you possible know about any of this?”

“Now is not the time for you to know. When the time is right, all will be revealed. Anyway, my time here is finished. Goodbye, Brandon. We’ll meet again.” And with that, the cloaked man began to walk into the nothingness.

“Wait!” said Brandon. “At least tell me who you are!”

The cloaked man stopped in his tracks. “Humph. As you wish.” And with that, he pulled of his black hood, revealing his face to Brandon. 

Brandon stepped back a few paces, staring intently at the man's face all the while. “Oh my god.” He began. “I…it’s you…”

CHAPTER 22


“Were moving out, Brandon. Let’s go.” The voice was General Bhreyd’s, and it was not a request. “A dream…” said Brandon. 

“You had a dream, huh? This isn’t the time to whine about your nightmares.” Stated Bhreyd. “There was… a man in a cloak… and he showed me things, and then I asked him who he was, and then he…” Brandon clutched his head in pain. “I don’t remem…ahhh….AHHH!” 

“Hey, easy.” Said Bhreyd. “Save it for the battle, man. It’s just a dream. Now calm down. We’re almost to Lapis. Just a couple more hours, and we will make camp just outside the kingdom. From there we will send a messenger to speak with the rebels. We will see if they surrender, or wish to continue the battle with their King. If they do not surrender within two days of the original message, we are to attempt to drive them out of the city. Now remember: you are the leader of squad A. Your priority is to protect the castle while squad B and I will quell the rebel uprising if necessary; god willing, it won’t be. Is that enough info for you, fearless leader? Now get your ass in gear, and let’s go!”

*     *     *


When at long last Brandon saw the end of the tunnel, it was easily the sweetest sight he had ever seen. Afterwards, his strides had more confidence, and he made a frantic beeline toward the castle.


About halfway there, Bhreyd suggested they make camp for the rest of the day. “You all set up camp. There should be enough extra tents for everyone since the others burned down. If not, I hope you guys like sleeping on rocks. In the meantime, I will send a messenger.”


Bhreyd gazed through the lines of soldiers, using his eyes like filters, filtering the workers from the slackers. His eyes rested on a soldier at long last. “You!” Bhreyd declared.


“Uh…” the soldier began timidly. “Yessir?” 

Bhreyd smiled. “I guess you’re the lucky winner! Here.” Bhreyd casually threw a rolled up scroll at the soldier. The soldier caught it at the last second. “I want you to go into the town and take this to the leader of the rebels. When you’re finished, come back here and report on their status. Now, everyone, get to it! We don’t have a lot of time!”

*     *     *


Camp was set up rather quickly. From there, many of the soldiers began to rest in their tents. Brandon really wanted to sleep after last nights rude awakening. Brandon stared at the clouds. The sun was shining upon the grassy, sea of green that he now laid down upon. It was the kind of day that just made you want to stop doing things and just be. Brandon took this opportunity to relax, although not go to far and slip into the black void that was sleep. He did want to rest his eyes, however. That’s all, just a quick rest. He wouldn’t fall asleep. Just close his eyes for a little….

*     *     *


“Brandon, get up.” Bhreyd wondered why they always had to meet like this. “Damnit, man! Get up! (Jeez, is this kid always asleep?) Hey! HEY!” Brandon sat up abruptly and looked around. 

“What? Where’s the enemy? Where are they coming from?”


Bhreyd slapped his forehead. “There’s no enemy, stupid. Look. I need you to do me a favor.” Brandon yawned, and lied awake on the grass. “Uh… sure. What is it?” 


Bhreyd began pacing back and forth. “The messenger we sent around noon has not returned. It is approximately Midnight or so. Karolyn, You, and I, are going to see what happened.”


Brandon yawned. “He probably stopped at a bar or something. He’s fine.” He threw himself back to the ground. Bhreyd yanked him up by his spiky, black hair. “It’s not a request, Brandon! Get your armor on, and let’s go! Were wasting enough time as it is!” Brandon reluctantly slid into his blue armor, grabbed his sword off the ground (he always kept it with him.) and left for the town. “I hope something awful hasn’t happened…”

CHAPTER 23


“Where the hell is everybody?” Bhreyd had a very good question. The town was as empty as the bottom of a desert well. No one was in sight. They had even gone inside several houses, only to find every last one abandoned completely. 


“This isn’t right," muttered Karolyn. Brandon was interested to hear her talk, finally.

“Do you have an idea of what’s going on?” Karolyn shook her head negatively. “It’s… just a hunch.” She stated blankly. “I have a bad feeling… like something big is about to happen…” Brandon nodded affirmatively. “I feel it too…” 


“Hey!” General Bhreyd called. “Come here!” Karolyn and Brandon exchanged glances and then came running toward the General. Brandon stared at the general, who was looking at something in a long, dark alley. Brandon seemed curious. “What is-“ “Shhh!” Bhreyd silenced him. “Listen…” he said while pointing toward the alley. “Do you hear it, too?” 


Indeed, there was a low shuffling sound coming from the alley. “Okay.” Said Bhreyd. “This isn’t the best plan I’ve come up with, but on the count of three, we all charge into the alley. If someone is back there, maybe they can tell us what the hell’s going on around here.”
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